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VERSE #11: WHAT YOU FIND... 


Early the next morning, Miste was tickled awake by the scent of 
brewed herbs. The delicious aroma danced up the stairs of 
Snow Top Inn and oozed into her room all sneaky. The blend of 
Kalila’s herbal tea was exotic: musky roots with a hint of ginger 
for added twist. 


After stumbling downstairs half-awake, Miste found Dani 
sitting at the tavern, enjoying a high stack of toast with eggs. 


“Morning Mystic-M!” 
Miste’s reply was swallowed by her enormous yawn. 
“Moh—hing.” 


She sat down next to Dani and grabbed a slice of bread, a 
melting dab of butter dripping down onto the plate. She began 
nibbling on her toast lazily. 


“Zeri wasn’t in his room - did he go somewhere?” 


Before Dani could give an answer, a sharp swoosh resounded 
from the alley outside the inn, followed by another swoosh, then 
another, and another... The relentless sword swipes splitting the 
air gave Zeriah’s position away. 


“Has he been practicing the whole morning?” 
“Pretty much, yea, didn’t even grab a bite.” 


While she listened closely to the sound of Zeriah’s swordplay, 
Miste got a feeling that something was off. It was a subtle 
difference, but the swings weren’t as crisp as she was used to 
hearing. 


I hope that wound on Zeri’s arm isn’t bothering him. He shouldn’t 
overexert himself. 


“Has Reiram returned from the mines yet?” 
“Nah, and Sam-Yam left to patrol as well — way early.” 


Miste rubbed the last specs of dust from her eyes. She felt a bit 
embarrassed to be the last person of the group to get up. 


Dani searched his pockets for something. He pulled out a small 
round transceiver, and gave it to Miste. 


“Sam-Yam left one of these for each of us. It’s a short-range 
radio. She said that we should keep in touch, y’know, in case we 
find out something about the hooded guy.” 


“Cool! Pm glad she isn’t utterly pushing us to the sidelines, at 
least.” 


Zeriah returned inside the tavern. 

“Morning Miste.” 

“Morning Zeri! Training hard, I hear.” 

“Uh-huh. A swordsman doesn’t have time to rest his weapon.” 
“How’s your arm doing?” 


Zeriah instinctively grabbed his right arm, from where Kaidou 
had slit him. 


“It’s getting better each day, don’t worry. I guess nothing gets 
past you, huh?” 


“Nope! Not when it’s about you. Just promise me you won’t push 
yourself too hard.” 


Zeriah seated himself next to Miste and smooched her on the 
forehead, petting her hair adoringly. 


“I promise you.” 


* k k 


During the trio of youths’ shared breakfast time, Mr. Muspell 
arrived at the inn. 


“A fresh and serene morning to one and all!” 


Miste sprang up from her seat to meet the man, eagerly waiting 
for answers. 


“Good morning, Mr. Muspell! So, what’s the scoop? What did 
you find about the alaxdrite?” 


“Actually, I wanted to run a couple more tests, just to be sure. 
We can discuss the matter later.” 


“Alright... I guess there’s no rush. It’s best to be thorough.” 


Dark circles decorated Mr. Muspell’s eyes, weirdly fitting his all- 
around carefree and rugged look. 


“An all-nighter?” 

“Indeed. What tipped you off?” 

Miste gave her eyelid a rub. 

“Pro tip: a bit of almond oil will vanquish the puffiness!” 


“Hahah! Ill be sure to try that. I just cannot stop myself from 
working when I get to the flow of things.” 


“Oh, believe me, I know all about that! Are you still up for the 
tour?” 


“That’s why I’m here. No need to worry over me.” 
“So, where are we headed?” 


“For starters, I was thinking that maybe you'd like to see the 
alaxdrite mines.” 


“Oooh, that’s going to be interesting! Hey Zeri, why don’t you 
come with us!” 


Zeriah answered through a hastily swallowed mouthful of toast. 


“Sure, sounds fun. If there’s any room for me aboard the tour, 
that is?” 


“But of course, the more the merrier!” 


Miste and Zeriah, along their tour guide, began to make their 
leave. By the tavern’s doorway, Zeriah turned briefly for Dani. 


“You coming?” 


“Nah, you guys go ahead. I think Pl do a bit of exploring on my 
own, see if there’s any exciting local cuisine to be found.” 


“Okay then, see ya later.” 


x OK k 


At the eastern end of Powderberg, on the farthest edge of the 
city, where the jungle of high-rise buildings dispersed, 
switching for a vista of the snowy mountain range, there was a 
humongous, perfectly circular crater that spiraled deep inside 
the mountain. The three-kilometer-wide quarry looked like a 
mold for a colossal drill, with a coiling path running alongside 
the wall and towards the abyss. 


Standing on the brink of Zirinia’s largest alaxdrite mine, while 
peering down its bottomless maw, left Miste and Zeriah 
swooning in awe and at a loss for words. Out in the open, 
without the cover provided by the buildings of the city nor the 
heater units placed throughout, the intense gale of the 
mountain range stormed unhinged, adding to the humbling 
sensation. The youngsters old workplace back in Akrelion 
suddenly felt like a frail dandelion compared to an ancient giant 
redwood. Just trying to imagine the masses of earth and 
countless gemstones that had been excavated from the 


mountain during the past five decades made the youths’ heads 
spin. 


There was an endless convoy of trucks driving between the city 
and the spiraling depths, chock-full of freshly harvested ore. 


Mr. Muspell led Miste and Zeriah to one of several elevators 
built along the walls of the quarry. While the elevator sank at a 
soft pace, the youths got an excellent look at the structure of the 
mine. In addition to the spiraling road, the walls were carved 
full of small caves and crevasses. Said caverns served as storage 
rooms, garages, and surprisingly quite a few of them as sleeping 
quarters for the workforce. The soundproof bedrooms sported 
rows upon rows of bunks for the miners to have a rest in amid 
their shifts. There were thousands of workmen pacing all 
around, marching between different posts along metallic 
walkways that were suspended over the abyss. 


Going deeper down, the sound of wind from above the ground 
subsided, getting replaced by even heavier storm of noise from 
motors and drills, the crust of earth crunching, conversing by 
shouting, and boots clanking against metal. 


The elevator came to a stop near the bottom of the pit, upon a 
large cliff hanging above the floor-level. Peering down, Miste 
and Zeriah got a great view at a small platoon of brand-new ex- 
caver units. The machines clawed at the walls, burrowing 
deeper with brutal ease. In all honesty, the youths’ perception 
of the humongous mining armors had shifted majorly after 
being forced to combat one back in Akrelion. Imagining the 
horrors that the villainous hooded guy could unleash with all 
this material made both their souls churn. 


On a related note — as of yet, Miste couldn’t make sense of what 
exactly the hooded guy was after. Pointless mayhem, that’s all 
he’d wrought so far. He never said anything: no goals, no 
demands, no ideologies. It was unsettling, to say the least. At the 
moment, all that anyone could do was wait for the bad guy to 
strike again. 


Knowing the strength of her friends, however, Miste had no 
doubt that the hooded guy would find his comeuppance by the 
combined efforts of Samsara and Reiram. As such, she could put 
her anxiety mostly aside and just enjoy the tour. 


Miste watched the army of mechs below doing their thing, 
smiling with admiration. 


“Those are the new ex-seven models, right? I’ve never seen one 
in person.” 


Mr. Muspell gleamed with pride over the sight. 


“That’s right! Bigger engine, tougher hydraulics, all-around 
more effective.” 


Zeriah snorted in ironic tone. 
“Bigger, badder, deadlier.” 


“I can assure you, Zeriah, I’ve designed them only to excavate 
ore.” 


“I know... Pm sorry. It’s how people decide to use them that 
counts.” 


Mr. Muspell sunk into deep thought for a moment. Suddenly, his 
eyes popped wide with an epiphany. 


“I just remembered! There was this one curious order coming 
from Akrelion a few years back, asking for a set of limb- 


components for an ex-six model. Do you know something about 
that, Miste?” 


“Yeah, I replaced the limbs of our old ex-five with the upgraded 
ones. The components are fully compatible, after all.” 


“Ah, I should’ve guessed. I hate to admit it, but the whole 
debacle while transitioning from ex-five to ex-six is one of the 
most embarrassing stumbles of my career. I should have waited 
till launching the ex-five model, so that the testing of the 
superior limbs would be completed. I’m actually surprised that 
there wasn’t a bigger backlash over the nigh instantly obsolete 
ex-five model.” 


“T didn’t mind, I had fun making the adjustments.” 
Mr. Muspell gave the girl a nodding laugh. 
“You are something else entirely, Miste!” 


As Miste continued peering around the mines, she noticed a 
couple of familiar folks farther away. On the opposite side of the 
circular pit, standing on one of the metallic walkways were 
Reiram and Samsara. The duo was discussing passionately 
about something - in full spirit of cooperation, mind you. 


Miste waved at the two while shouting over the sounds of 
mining that were blasting all around her. 


“Samsaraaaa! Reiraaaam!” 


At first, the duo didn’t notice Miste. Only after turning towards 
her direction by accident did Samsara spot the waving lass. The 
lady knight waved back at Miste with a smile. Reiram seemed 
initially reluctant to return the greeting, but after receiving a 
sharp flick on the forehead from Samsara he threw a quick 
handwave Miste’s way. 


Seeing Samsara chastise Reiram made Zeriah smile villainously. 
“Hah! I guess someone was bound to snap at Reiram.” 

“Wasn’t the beating she gave him back in Baltric enough?” 

“Oh yeah, in retrospect that was kinda satisfying to see.” 
“You’re awful!” 

“It’s Reiram, he’ll just shrug it off, right?” 

“Even So...” 


“Tch, Pll send him a fruit basket or something, along my 
condolences.” 


The youths’ tour guide seemed unexpectedly preoccupied with 
something. He kept studying the ex-cavers below them. 


“Bah, they’re clumping too close together! That’s an accident 
waiting to happen! What is the supervisor thinking?” 


Mr. Muspell began climbing down a set of ladders placed next 
to the elevator. 


“T’ll go handle it. You two wait here. I won’t be long.” 


The two youngsters were left to their own devices — not that 
ogling at the mines in all their breadth would bore them 
anytime soon. 


Zeriah nudged Miste on the shoulder as something caught his 
eye. 


Near another elevator, a woman in white uniform was speaking 
to a group of men dressed similarly to her. The white-clad men 
saluted the lady, then departed for the upper levels. The lady 
turned to march to the direction of the youths. 


“That’s the woman we saw hanging with that Kazer-fellow last 
night.” 


“Her name was Rio, right? And I guess those other guys are part 
of Muspell Industries’ security.” 


“Likely.” 
Miste waved at the woman with glee. 
“Hello, Miss Rio!” 


The woman walked right past Miste and Zeriah, not even 
glancing at them. Zeriah kept staring at her back while grunting 
under his breath: 


“And hello to you too...” 


“Maybe she’s just embarrassed about what happened 
yesterday.” 


“Or maybe she just takes heavily after her Master.” 


Rio kept on walking. She strutted inside a cavern at the far end 
of the area. 


“Acting like she doesn’t know us... That pisses me off to no end!” 
Zeriah started following Rio with brisk steps. 

“What are you going to do, Zeri?” 

“Tm gonna have a word with that woman!” 


Miste took a quick glimpse down the ladder - where Mr. Muspell 
was conversing with a group of ex-caver pilots — before rushing 
to follow Zeriah. 


Rio disappeared from view inside the winding tunnel. Miste and 
Zeriah hurried their pace to catch up to the white-clad woman. 
Turning the corner, the youths were left stumped by what they 


found. The tunnel ended up being quite short, only a couple 
dozen meters in depth, with a bunch of out-of-use mining 
equipment stored at the back. None of that was particularly 
interesting, of course — rather, the perplexing part came in the 
form of Rio, in the sense that she was gone. The woman had 
vanished into thin air. 


“What in the...!?” 
“Is she a ghost!?” 


Miste and Zeriah walked all the way to the end of the tunnel to 
make sure that they hadn’t missed anything and that they could 
still trust their senses. 


Miste slid her hand across the rugged wall of the tunnel. A sense 
of nostalgia filled her chest; it had been a while since the last 
time she was encased by the crust of earth like this. As the girl 
continued feeling up the cragginess surrounding her, a 
realization hit her. A part of the wall felt weird, lighter, like it 
was giving inward just the slightest bit. 


“Zeri, could you try this part of the wall for me?” 


Zeriah gave the wall a whack with his sword. The sound 
resonating throughout the tunnel sounded all wrong. Both of 
the former miners noticed it. 


“It’s hollow!” 


“Well, at least we know where Rio went. I wonder what’s on the 
other side...” 


“Mysterious...” 


Miste began hugging the wall, rubbing against the rock while 
moving back ‘n’ forth like a hermit crab. 


“How do we get in there?” 


Zeriah watched Miste fondling the wall for a while before 
pulling her away with a chuckle. 


“I guess we’re not meant to enter whatever is on the other side. 
Man, hiding behind a wall of rock; that Rio really does not want 
to chat with us.” 


“Hmm, if only I had the gauntlet with me...” 


“I don’t think the folks here would appreciate you blowing up 
places all willy-nilly.” 


“Yeah... Plus, I don’t want to end up causing another cave-in... It 
was a dumb idea, forget it.” 


As their chase after Rio turned out null, the youths retracted 
their steps out of the tunnel. Like arriving to an arranged 
appointment, Mr. Muspell climbed back up the ladder right at 
that same moment. 


“Did you two miss me?” 
“We managed to keep ourselves busy.” 
“What’s behind the secret passage over at that cave?” 


“Secret passage? Oh, you mean the old tunnel leading to the city! 
It runs underneath the company headquarters, and connects to 
the maintenance shafts there. You probably saw Rio; she 
sometimes uses the tunnel as a shortcut to the building. 
Working for Clint requires precise use of time — he lives by his 
clock.” 


And just like that, all the mystery surrounding the secret 
passage crumbled into dust and was blown away along the 
winds. 


* kK k 


The tour through Powderberg continued to the city’s office 
district. Clusters of high-rise buildings were interspersed with 
luscious green urban parks, filled with oak and maple pushing 
through the asphalt, with trails of colorful mosaic in between to 
give the scenery a sense of playfulness. Underneath the clear 
blue sky, and without a speck of snow to be seen, it was hard to 
believe that Powderberg resided atop the highest mountains in 
the entire Kingdom of Zirinia, surrounded by everlasting 
winter. 


As the day moved towards the noon, the streets were bustling 
with busy people, like trails of ants awoken up by the rays of the 
sun. 


“Where do we head next, Mr. Muspell?” 
“How would a visit at the company headquarters sound?” 
“The HQ!? Sounds awesome! Can’t wait!” 


Miste caught Zeriah’s arm and cuddled against him, purring 
and giggling. She hummed out a blissful melody, adding rhythm 
to their steps. 


“Him... hm... a blissful day that can’t be beat... dreams of awe I 
get to meet...” 


“Well, aren’t you full of energy.” 
“Ain’t I always?” 
“More so, I mean.” 


Zeriah was absolutely right. Miste felt extra spirited today. And 
why wouldn’t she be? She was walking the streets of 
Powderberg, the capital of technology, the cradle of alax-tech! 


Getting to explore exotic places like this, places that she’d spent 
her years merely reading about, gave Miste an indescribable 
sense of fulfillment. Life was being good to her. At the same 
time, all the stimuli surrounding her awoke a craving for even 
more, a thirst to witness all of the world’s wonders firsthand. 


A week ago, the thought of exploring the world was just a dream 
beyond a curtain. Now, I’m already so far from home, and I’m not 
even a licensed Adventurer yet! My heart’s beating so fast... What 
awesome places can I travel to once I join the Guild of 
Adventurers...? I can’t wait! 


The main building of Muspell Industries was built squarely at 
the middle of the city, along a boulevard paved with silky- 
smooth stone tiles. The rows of oak trees framing the street -— 
which one had come to expect from the city — were taller and 
more rugged than anywhere else in Powderberg. The building 
itself stood atop a huge stone pedestal, with several flights of 
stairs needed to reach the entrance. Already starting from 
several meters off the ground, and looming way above all its 
brethren, the enormous building lancing towards the heavens 
oozed with the sense of megalomania. How many people, 
offices, research labs and secrets could this single 
superstructure hold within? 


Trying to peer at the highest parts of the monstrous building 
was in vain. Miste leaned backwards and craned her neck 
enough to nearly snap in half, and yet she couldn’t see at the 
topmost floor. She almost fell over from dizzying amaze. 


“That is huge!! It’s big enough to fit the entirety of Akrelion 
inside it!” 


Zeriah placed his hand upon Miste’s back so as not to let her 
trip. 


“Kinda gives you perspective. The entire world is huge!” 
“Yeah...!” 


Before the wide-eyed visitors could climb up the stairs leading 
to the building, a familiar voice called out to them. Well, to be 
precise, it wasn’t so much calling for them specifically, as it was 
a voice that boomed above all the hustle and bustle of the street 
with its perky tone, making it impossible to ignore. Amidst the 
masses of people going about their business, Dani was rushing 
from person to person while flashing something at each of their 
faces. 


The object in Dani’s hand looked like a piece of paper. 


His search for whatever it was seemed to be fruitless. All the 
people that he managed to chat up seemed more annoyed by 
the boy than particularly helpful. 


Dani’s route down the boulevard saw him eventually by the 
flight of stairs. 


“Oh, hi guys! What’s up?” 
“I think we should ask you the same thing. Whatcha got there?” 


Dani handed the piece of paper to his friends. It was a drawing 
depicting a dark blob of... something...? Like a silhouette of a 
hill? Or maybe a burnt-up cupcake? 


“What the...?” 


“T’ve been asking around whether anyone has seen the hooded 
person from yesterday. That’s hooded person, by the way, not 
hooded guy.” 


“Right... the one who came to your rescue in the blizzard.” 
Zeriah gave the paper back to Dani. 
“And the picture?” 


“I drew it myself! I don’t like to brag, but I think it turned out 
pretty cool.” 


“Wait—what!? It’s supposed to be that hooded person!?” 

“Who else?” 

“It’s the crummiest thing I’ve ever seen!!” 

“Hmm... True art is never appreciated in its prime.” 

Zeriah covered his face inside his palm, rubbing his forehead. 
“Somehow my head’s starting to hurt...” 

“So, have you guys seen this person?” 

“No, we have not!!” 

“Bummer. What are you guys up to?” 


Miste hopped up ‘n’ down excitedly while pointing at the 
enormous building. 


“We’re gonna see the headquarters of Muspell Industries! 
Wanna come?” 


Dani peered for the monstrous pillar of a building. A whistle 
broke from his lips as he scanned the full length of it. 


“That is a lot of stuff stacked up in a single pile! Well, there’s 
plenty of sky, glad that someone’s making use of it.” 


Dani walked past his friends and towards the bustling masses 
of people. 


“Well, Pm off. I still got a lot of ground to cover. See ya guys 
later.” 


Suddenly, Zeriah turned to reach for Dani. 

“Wait Dani! Pll come with you.” 

“Huh?” 

“We’ll make quicker progress if there’s two of us.” 
Zeriah gave Miste an rueful look. 

“Will you be fine by yourself?” 


“Are you kidding?! There’s probably enough stuff here to keep 
me occupied for decades. Go!” 


Mr. Muspell laid his hand over Miste’s shoulder. 
“I promise Pl return your girlfriend safe and sound.” 


Zeriah nodded at the two tech-nuts. The pair began climbing the 
stairs towards the skyscraper. 


Zeriah remained in waiting, gazing at Miste’s back, until she 
was snuggly inside the building. Only then did he join Dani in 
his hunt. 


“Are you absolutely sure about this, Big-Z?” 
“Sure as can be. Let’s go.” 


* OK k 


A pair of automated glass doors slid aside as Miste and Mr. 
Muspell stepped for the entrance of Muspell Industries. Inside, 
an enormous entry hall welcomed the arrivals. The walls were 


painted calming beige, contrasting sharply with the floors made 
of chocolate-brown marble, feeling slick under Miste’s feet. Sets 
of red carpets rolled down each of the hallways that branched 
from the main hall. At the middle of the lobby, there stood a 
magnificent bronze sculpture, depicting a massive hand 
thrusting a piece of alaxdrite towards the sky and presenting it 
to the world. 


Gazing up revealed countless walkways circling along the walls 
of each floor of the building. The uppermost floors were visible 
through the building’s hollowed-out center that reached all the 
way to the top. All of the empty space served to give the entry 
hall a light and roomy feel, like arms opening wide to greet each 
and every visitor. 


On the far end of the lobby, there was a row of dozen or so 
elevators, clinging and chiming busily, as the people pacing in 
and out of the building and up and down the floors had them in 
constant use. 


Miste turned around in circles while taking in everything there 
was to see. As she continued pirouetting, and bathing in her 
astonishment, she accidentally bumped against someone. The 
person stood like a statue, not giving in an inch. Miste retreated 
in panic and ended up tripping down on the marble floor. 


“Gaah! I’m sorry! Sorry, sorry!” 


While collecting herself off the floor, Miste turned to look at the 
person whom she’d slammed against. The imposing frame of 
Clint Kazer loomed over her, his icy gaze jabbing at her. 


“Look who it is: the girl without a name.” 


“My name is Miste.” 


Mr. Muspell hurried to help Miste stand, making the girl double 
her efforts and rush to sprout up on her own. She didn’t want to 
show any neediness in front of Clint Kazer. 


“Are you alright, Miste?” 

“Yeah, I’m peachy.” 

Mr. Muspell turned for his brother. 
“Aren’t you going to apologize, Clint?” 


“Apologize? For standing in place? Absurd! Miss no-name here 
would do well to watch her step.” 


Miste didn’t bother wasting her breath on Clint. His words 
meant nothing to her. 


“Pm fine, Mr. Muspell.” 


The elder of the two brothers graced Miste with a smile and a 
nod. 


“What are you standing here for anyway, Clint?” 
Clint took a gander at his pocket watch. 


“An appointment. You see, brother, some of us need to actually 
work, instead of playing tour guide to insignificant country 
girls.” 


A crisp stride of boots approached from one of the corridors 
connecting to the main hall. The steps hovered above all other 
sounds of people walking by. 


“Ah, right on time.” 


Rio emerged from the hallway and stopped in front of Clint. The 
woman handed the man a hefty folder. Once again, the woman 


dressed in white declined to offer anyone other than her master 
the slightest of gazes. 


“Tve finished my daily report, Master Kazer.” 
“Mmhmm... and the lease for the Charaq mine?” 


“Filed with the purchase reports.” 


“Excellent.” 


Clint began scanning over the papers. Mr. Muspell peered over 
his brother’s shoulder to have a sly look. 


“What’s that about the mine in Charaq?” 
“I bought the damn thing. Didn’t I tell you?” 


“Bought?! I thought we agreed to simply loan out some money 
till they get back on their feet.” 


“This was simpler, and more profitable. Do not fret, everyone 
there gets to keep their jobs, we simply own everything now.” 


“But what of Mr. Helmond-” 


“He gets to keep his role as supervisor. Once again, we simply 
own everything now.” 


Apparently, Muspell Industries had acquired the alaxdrite mine 
in the town of Charaq, a bit west from Akrelion. It was one of 
the towns that the hooded guy had stricken, only they’d had it 
much worse than Akrelion: hundreds of thousands worth of 
equipment and ore blown sky-high. Imagining how, if things 
had turned out different, Coal and Sasha could’ve ended up the 
same as the folks in Charaq, answering to Clint Kazer, made 
Miste shudder in disgust. 


Mr. Muspell shook his head, huffing out a flat groan. 
“Pm still not sure about this...” 
“Good thing you don’t have to be, brother. What’s done is done.” 


Without a proper farewell, Clint made his leave. With Rio tailing 
right behind him, the two vanished into the depths of the 
building. 


Mr. Muspell scratched his neck, agitated, his thick beard 
sounding like a rake sweeping across coarse sand. His eyes 
thinned into filmy lines. 


“I don’t like this. Pll have a talk with him later.” 


The man quickly switched his expression into a sunnier one as 
he turned to Miste. 


“Well, let us not just stand around here. There’s much to see!” 


* k k 


Miste and Mr. Muspell spent a good while exploring the 
building’s various floors, each holding something new for the 
curious girl to gawk at. 


Past the numerous office spaces, assembly halls, and not one, 
not two, but three different cafeterias that the building boasted, 
the thing that Miste was most interested in were the 
laboratories — located at the west wing of the building. 


A long corridor was dotted with dozens of box-like rooms, with 
see-through walls separating each of them. Inside the cubicles 
of tempered glass, hiding away awesome equipment and 
machinery in plain sight - some of which Miste had never seen 
before — there were scientists and technicians conducting a 
variety of test drives and experiments. Miste felt like she was 
walking down a grand market street, while window-shopping 
the most intriguing items. 


...That’s a tetrahedron-cluster-engine... 
..and those are a pair of jet boots, prototype... 


...I think that’s a new cockpit-module for an ex-caver... 


..and those guys are working on a theoretical model of an 
apeirogon-engine. Well, at least theoretical is all it’s gonna be for 
a long while — an alax-tech engine acting as an infinite energy 
source is still fairly out there... although, maybe someday... 


With such an overabundance of brand new alax-tech on display 
right in front of her, Miste’s fingers were itching badly; it was 
hard for her to keep herself from busting inside one of the labs 
to fiddle with the technological marvels. 


Mr. Muspell gave the girl appraising looks as she dashed around 
with her eyes gleaming like gems. 


“So, how do you like us so far?” 
“It’s all so amazing! I can’t get enough!” 
“Haha! I’m glad to hear it.” 


Ahead of the duo, between two of the lab cubicles, a mechanic 
was making adjustments on a ventilation unit. 


“Oh, hello Roger!” 


As the man turned to meet Mr. Muspell, Miste recognized him 
as Kalila’s husband. 


“Afternoon, Mr. Muspell.” 
“How have you been?” 


The head of the company gave his employee a manly slam on 
the shoulder. Roger retorted with a smile. 


“Fine. Nothing new under the sun.” 
“If nothing new is fine, then that is fine, hahaa!” 


Roger smiled calmly at Mr. Muspell. The man was like a 
mountain, more than a head taller compared to his employer. 


The air around him gave the sense of eternal calm, though also 
the feeling of distance, like he preferred to be left to his own 
devises. 


“I don’t know what Clint had you doing up north, but I’m glad 
that you’re finally back with us.” 


Mr. Muspell gave Roger another slam on the shoulder. The 
towering man responded via a discreet nod. 


“Oh, by the by, Roger, this here is Miste. She is visiting us for the 
day, with yours truly as the tour guide. She and her friends are 
staying at Kalila’s inn. Have you two met?” 


“Yes. We passed briefly yesterday.” 
Miste gave the man a bow. 

“Your wife has been super hospitable.” 
“She tends to be like that.” 


The curve on Roger’s lips sharpened slightly upon hearing Miste 
praise Kalila. 


A moment of silence settled between the trio. 


Amidst the quiet, Mr. Muspell gave both Roger and Miste crafty 
looks, all the while rubbing his thick beard. A flash, an idea 
being formed, sparked up in the man’s eyes. 


“Say, what are you up to next Roger?” 
Roger’s answer was punctuated by him jingling his toolkit. 
“Just doing my routine rounds.” 


“I see, I see. I had an idea just now. Why don’t you take Miste 
with you and show her how things work around here? That is 
to say, if you don’t have any objections, Miste?” 


“Huh? Nuh-uh! That actually sounds like a lot of fun!” 
“Then it’s decided. Take good care of her, Roger.” 


Mr. Muspell paced down the corridor while waving a sharp 
farewell. 


“Oh, and if you’d be so kind as to return her to the lobby around 
five-ish. I have something that belongs to her. See you then!” 


The man quickly slipped beyond a corner and was gone. 


For a moment, Miste and Roger simply stood quiet while eyeing 
each other. Mr. Muspell’s departure had been so sudden that 
Miste hadn’t had time to fully prepare for the switching of tour 
guide. She rubbed her cheek nervously as Roger began leading 
the way to the opposite direction. 


“T hope I’m not being a bother?” 


“Not at all, come along.” 


* k k 


“Have you seen this person...? Have you seen this person...? 
Have you seen this person...?” 


No one had seen that person. 


Dani and Zeriah wandered up and down, left and right, 
throughout the whole of Powderberg, asking around, yet came 
away empty-handed. 


The duo settled for a rest on one of the many benches that were 
scattered along the urban park’s rainbow-colored roads. A large 
oak tree behind them created a shaded backdrop for a brief 
breather. 


“Man, that mystery person is a slippery one. No one’s gotten 
even a glimpse of them.” 


“Honestly though, I don’t believe anyone would be wearing a 
thick cloak out here in the city.” 


“Oh, yeah... good point, Big-Z.” 


The two boys stretched out their aching legs in sync. Dani gazed 
at the mosaic path in front of them, nudging his index finger 
while counting the colorful tiles. 


“Interesting, there’s a clear bias towards orange.” 
“Riveting...” 


Zeriah leaned back to gaze at the sky. The heavens were slowly 
turning indigo as the day crept towards evening. 


“Sorry for wasting your time, Big-Z.” 
“What are you talking about? I wanted to come.” 


“I bet you would’ve rather spent time hanging out with Mystic- 
M.” 


“Hahah, she’s so spellbound by all the alax-tech stuff, I think 
she’ll manage without me.” 


Zeriah dropped his gaze down from the sky. He found Dani 
leaning on his palms, his stare nailed to the ground, sunken to 
deep thought. 


“This is really important to you, isn’t it, Dani?” 


“Well, yeah! Pve been thinking about that mystery person 
nonstop. There was something captivating about the whole 
thing, something in the movements, the posture, the air around 
that person. I know it sounds dumb, but I got this feeling like 
we're supposed to meet again. I didn’t even really get to say 
thank you.” 


“Then we shouldn’t give up the search just yet.” 


“Thanks Big-Z. I really appreciate this, y know. It’s not nearly as 
dreary with you around.” 


“Nothing to it. I want to help in any way I can. To be frank, I still 
feel a bit dumb over the whole fiasco we got into on our way to 
Baltric.” 


“What, that? That’s ancient history, dude!” 


“Even so. It’s just that... ’ve never been good at making friends... 
like really making friends.” 


Dani turned to glance at Zeriah. 
“Heh, that so? Then I’m extra honored to be your friend, Big-Z.” 
“Bet you got lots of friends back at the Guild?” 


“Not really. Being a hunter is quite lonely. I’ve been working 
pretty much nonstop since I got my Adventurer license. Don’t 
have much time to stop and chat at the Guild.” 


Dani dropped his stare back at the ground. There was a somber 
smile etched on his face. His eyes glistened like leaves filled with 
morning dew, ready to roll down at any moment. It was a look 
that Zeriah had yet to see on Dani. Being more used to Dani’s 
constant giddiness and high energy, his current sorrowful state 
formed a hard lump inside Zeriah’s chest. 


“Treally appreciate the time that I’ve got to spend with you guys. 
You, and Mystic-M, and Rei-Rei, and Freyja, and Sam-Yam.” 


Suddenly, Dani swiped his sleeve across his face with fury and 
gave his cheeks a slap. After assaulting his own face, a rekindled 
smirk beamed on him. Even though his shift in mood was 
abrupt, Zeriah could see that Dani’s smile was genuine, it 
pulsated from him. 


Zeriah elbowed Dani gently. 
“You and Miste really are quite similar.” 
“Huh? What do you mean?” 


“You’re both so honest. You let your feelings flow wild like a 
waterfall.” 


Dani’s grin turned wider, the tip of his tongue sticking out 
playfully. 


“Now, now, don’t you let this turn into another gushing 
applause towards my coolness, Big-Z.” 


“Oh, for the...!! Pm never going to hear the end of that, am I?” 
“Nope!” 
The two boys shared a short laugh. 


A sudden rustle skittered amongst the leaves of the oak above 
Zeriah and Dani. Both of them craned their necks to find the 
source of the noise. A single, ripe-brown acorn dropped on the 
bench between them. In the wake of the plummeting nut, a 
small bundle of light-grey fur came gliding down from the tree. 
It drew a wide arc through the air and zoomed towards the 
bench. The button-eyed creature, a flying squirrel, landed 
between Zeriah and Dani, and snatched the acorn inside its 
maw. With its cheeks bulging, the squirrel hopped over the 
backrest of the bench and leapt back towards the oak tree. 


“You wanna grab a bite, Big-Z?” 
“What? You planning on snacking on that poor creature?!” 


“Hehehe, no way! There’s this street café near the inn which has 
these amazing pancakes, warm syrup and cloudberries on the 
side. What do you say?” 


“Sounds better than a flying rodent with the side of acorns.” 


“Then what are we waiting for? Let’s go! We’ll continue the 
search with our bellies full.” 


At the end of the day, just like life, food tastes the best when 
you've got friends to share it with! 


* k k 


A large bolt tightened in place against a steel pedestal, letting 
out a satisfying creak. Miste gave the pedestal a celebratory 
cling with her wrench. The rugged steel wire rising from the 
pedestal wobbled in resonance. The chiming echo spiraled 
upward and bounced back from the metallic box, the car of an 
elevator, that hung above Miste. 


The air in the elevator shaft was heavy and filled with the taste 
of iron. It was like working inside a pressure cooker. Miste 
wiped her face clean of sweat and grease on a piece of cloth 
after a job well done. 


“All good on my end!” 


On the other side of the steel pedestal was Roger, giving his own 
set of bolts one final wring. 


“Likewise.” 


Miste and Roger had spent a short while giving maintenance to 
one of the elevators of Muspell Industries’ main building. The 
elevator had suddenly stopped working, and Roger had been 
paged to the scene. It had been a modest kink to fix; some of the 
components had simply come loose over time. Together, it had 
taken Roger and Miste a mere snap of their fingers to repair the 
elevator. 


“Our work here is done. Come along, Miste.” 


Roger began leading the duo away from the elevator shaft and 
into a connecting maintenance tunnel. The narrow 
passageways extending throughout the entirety of the building 
— inside the walls — made it so that one could move around 
completely unnoticed, while having access to all the electrical 
systems of the building. In a way, Roger acted as the blood 
flowing through the veins of Muspell Industries HQ; breathing 
life and rejuvenating malfunctioning cells. 


Miste followed behind the elder mechanic, surrounded by 
silence. The only thing disturbing the hush was the static 
thumping of metal underneath their boots. While the duo 
zigzagged through clusters of pipes, shimmied past walls 
covered by wires, and climbed up ladders, Miste kept eyeing 
Roger, trying to assess the man. 


On one hand, Roger felt like a person who preferred to keep his 
distance: silent, sharp on his answers, and going by his own 
pace. On the other hand, he clearly held no malice towards 
anyone: beaming a genuine smile to everyone, filling the air 
with warm reliability. Miste had witnessed the loving bond that 
Roger shared with his family, the most talkative she’d seen him 
yet. She guessed that the bulk of Roger’s thoughts and passions 
resided with Kalila and Albert. In a way, the feeling that Miste 
got from Roger reminded her greatly of Coal. 


I wonder what Coal is doing right now... probably smoking... like 
always. I’ve been gone for a week now. I wonder how everyone in 
Akrelion is coping. Do they miss me and Zeri? Or is it like nothing 
has really changed? Man... Feels like an eternity has passed 
already... 


“Thanks for having me, Roger.” 


“No need for that. You’ve been helpful.” 

“Pm just glad I could be of use. You have a fun job.” 
Roger’s chuckle echoed inside the shaft. 

“Its not that special, I’m basically a glorified janitor.” 
“But you do like it, right?” 

“Wouldn’t trade it for the world.” 

“It must feel great to have people depending on you.” 
“Good to know that I’m needed, yes.” 


Miste smiled at the man. Not that he could see it with his back 
facing the girl. 


“And it must feel even greater to inspire others. Albert thinks 
the world of you.” 


“He’s a talented boy, any father would be proud.” 

There was rising delight in Roger’s voice as he praised his son. 
“How did you end up working for Muspell Industries, Roger?” 
“You seem keen on asking questions.” 

“Ah! S—S-Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.” 

“No offence, it was merely an observation.” 


Roger slid his palm along the wall of the corridor as the duo 
turned at a corner. 


“Truthfully, fiddling with machinery has always been the only 
thing I’ve been good at. There’s always room for more people 
here in Powderberg, as the company is constantly expanding. A 
job was open, I took it, no story to be told there.” 


“Then how did you meet Kalila?” 


“Hahah... Oh, it was my first day in Powderberg... I came to stay 
at the inn, and by the first smile she gave me I was already 
smitten...” 


“Aww, you’re a real romantic, aren’t ya?” 


Roger coughed out a raspy snicker while giving his neck an 
awkward rub. 


As the duo continued onward, Roger kept sliding his palm along 
the wall. There was an opening in the wall where a set of thick 
electrical wires were visible. The mechanic caressed the wires 
with the tips of his fingers as he passed them. A sudden buzzing 
sound jolted through the corridor. Peering from behind Roger, 
Miste could see a tiny spark emitting from the wires, flashing 
blue for a fraction of an eyeblink. 


A power surge? 


Roger seemed curiously unfazed by the sudden zap of 
electricity. He didn’t even move his fingers from where he’d 
touched the cables. 

“Are you alright, Roger?” 

“Pm fine. Just some static electricity.” 

Miste eyed at the cables intently, skeptical of Roger’s 


assessment. She didn’t feel like pushing the matter though, so 
she quickly let it be. 


The day was inching close to five o’clock, and subsequently 
Miste’s meeting with Mr. Muspell. 


I can’t wait to hear all the secrets that Mr. Muspell’s analysis has 
revealed about Yggdrazil... 


Ahead of Miste, Roger was about to climb a set of ladders 
leading up a slim shaft. Surprisingly, the man retracted his steps 
and turned for another corridor slanting slightly downwards 
instead. 


“Let’s take a quick detour here. We’ll be back at the lobby in 
time, don’t worry.” 


Mystified by Roger’s intentions, Miste followed behind him. 


A few turns and slanting corridors further, the passage led into 
a small chamber holding a cylinder-shaped alaxdrite engine. 
The machine was wired to the ceiling. The walls of the room 
were covered in faint blue lights, hueing everything within the 
chamber, including the duo of mechanics, with the color of 
nightly sky. 


Miste noticed that the sound coming from the alaxdrite engine 
was slightly off: a pitch too low and rumbly. 


“What is this place?” 


“Just one of the many sub-generators routing the power through 
the building, this one here is responsible for the ventilation 
system.” 


Roger flipped down a shutdown switch located on the side of 
the machine. The engine whistled a drooping sound, and the 
blue lights in the room fizzled out along the apparatus. Roger 
screwed the front of the machine open and removed the plating 
to reveal the alaxdrite core. 


“Just in time it seems.” 


Roger detached the alaxdrite from the machine’s core and held 
it out for Miste to see. 


The blue gem had thin cracks forming on its surface, signifying 
that it had run out of energy. Being pure crystallized energy, 
alaxdrite would only last as long as the energy they were 
comprised of was plentiful enough for them to retain their solid 
form. As the gems grew close to their expiration date, they 
would begin to crack, before crumbling away. 


The blue alaxdrite in Roger’s hand burst into thin flakes which 
quickly evaporated into dust, fine enough to be undetectable by 
eye. 


“How did you know it was going to run out of energy?!” 


Roger took a new alaxdrite — this one purple — from his toolkit 
and jammed it in place. 


“I guess I just sort of felt it.” 


After the man flipped the switch back on, the machine rumbled 
alive, humming gently as the lights of the room lit up. The new 
look of the room matched that of the alaxdrite, the lights painted 
everything with the murky color of grapes. 


Miste chuckled internally; Roger certainly knew his stuff. 


I guess Roger has a magical touch when it comes to electricity... 
Wait...! Touch...? Electricity... ? 


No, it couldn’t be...!! 


Miste felt like someone had just dropped a fistful of snow inside 
her shirt as a cold stream slid down her spine. A horrific 
realization surfaced from the depths of Miste’s mind. 


That was no power surge earlier! Roger was the one emitting the 
spark, just like he did back in Akrelion!! 


Roger Jolovia was in truth the elusive hooded guy. 


Too many things started to make sense. Roger had been away 
from Powderberg for months, matching the time that the 
hooded guy had been on the loose. Roger’s uncanny intuition 
with the alaxdrite engine just now was easy to explain; he could 
sense it by connecting to the electrical network of the building, 
just like when he had used his powers to connect with the ex- 
caver back in Akrelion while battling Miste, Zeriah and Reiram. 


Miste prayed for the truth to be anything else... and yet... as she 
continued staring at Roger, the dark robe of the villain whom 
the group had been pursuing fitted him perfectly in the eye of 
Miste’s mind. 


He has been lying to my face all this time!! His smile is nothing 
but a filthy deception!! He tried to kill me and Zeri!! He hurt Coal!! 


All the gentle air surrounding Roger dissipated as the cloak of 
deep night enveloped him. Burning electricity surged from the 
man, lashing at everyone Miste held dear. The girl felt her 
breath thinning out, and her heart pummeling against her chest 
in a desperate effort to break free and escape, to run as far as 
possible. 


“Are you okay, Miste?” 


Miste blinked her eyes as she heard Roger calling her, a startled 
yelp escaping her lips. As Miste shook herself awake from her 
thoughts, and fixated her gaze on Roger; she found the man 
smiling thinly at her, a look of concern on his face. 


It took Miste a couple of long seconds to form a coherent 
answer. 


“Izah... Pm fine. I just dozed off for a moment.” 


“Well, alright then. We better get going, don’t want to keep Mr. 
Muspell waiting.” 


Roger took the lead once again. 


As the man walked past Miste, her hands clamped into fists. It 
took Miste a firm biting of her own teeth to stop herself from 
shaking. 


x OK k 


The lobby of Muspell Industries was almost devoid of people, 
quiet and serene by the coming of evening. Most of the 
personnel had already retired for the day and returned to their 
homes. 


Miste stood with Roger next to the bronze statue at the center of 
the lobby while waiting for Mr. Muspell. She had her hands in 
her pockets, her face glued to the floor. It was taxing to hold her 
tongue, and her fists. The radio in Miste’s left pocket — the one 
she had received from Samsara - suffered the bulk of Miste’s 
frustration as she squeezed it, knuckles white. 


Calm down -I don’t have the luxury to make a scene. Pll wait till 
Roger leaves, and then Pll spill the beans to Mr. Muspell... wait, 
no, idiot! I can’t just start spreading hysteria, who knows how Mr. 
Muspell would react if I just started accusing Roger out of the 
blue, I might make things worse. I don’t even know for sure if 
Roger really is the hooded guy... Tsk, who am I kidding, he is, I 
know it! But I should let Reiram and Samsara know first, they'll 
know what to do next. I have to play this smart. Yes, Pll just wait 
till I get Yggdrazil back, and then Pll go tell the guys everything. 


After a couple of excruciatingly long minutes, Mr. Muspell 
arrived into the lobby by one of the elevators - coincidentally 
the very same Miste and Roger had repaired a while ago. 


“There you two are. So, how did your little go around go?” 


“Miste here says that she had fun. She is a talented one, 
passionate and receptive, I give her that.” 


“That’s wonderful news! Thank you for showing her around, 
Roger.” 


“Glad I could help.” 


Miste grit her teeth, like trying to crush a walnut. Keeping her 
feelings bottled up was starting to make her nauseous. 


Shut your mouth, you liar! 
Roger left the scene with a wave of his hand. 
“T still got a bit more work to tend to. Take care, see you later.” 


Miste joined Mr. Muspell in returning the hand gesture, if only 
to cloak the truth that she’d discovered. 


How can Roger keep so casually addressing us like we’re his 
friends? Does he have no shame over what he’s done? Why would 
he do this anyway? It still makes no sense. Why would someone 
who has everything they could possibly want from life do this? 
And what about his family? Poor Kalila and Albert... 


Mr. Muspell dropped his hand on Miste’s shoulder, waking the 
girl back into the moment. 


“Shall we go? ...Hmm, is something the matter? You look like 
you just realized you left the stove on back home.” 


“It’s nothing, I’m fine!” 


A string of iron slithered against Miste’s heart. Lying to Mr. 
Muspell felt all kinds of wrong. 


* k k 


Miste and Mr. Muspell took the elevator to the topmost floor, 
where Mr. Muspell’s private office resided. 


The room itself was fairly large. A posh work desk with sleek 
wooden finish loomed at the back of the room - something to be 
expected from an executive of a major company. What was less 
expected, were the numerous schematics and blackboards 
draping the office walls, a pile of boxes and scattered metal 
plates leaning against one of the corners, along a deluge of 
various tools and gadgets littering the floor. The room could be 
mistaken for one of the company’s workshops, where a team of 
researchers would work on the next innovation in alax-tech, 
rather than the office of the man who supposedly held all the 
strings in his hands. 


“Pm sorry, I didn’t have the time to tidy up. Come on in, I made 
some tea.” 


Miste wasn’t particularly motivated to spend any more time 
amusing Mr. Muspell than was necessary. She would rather just 
hear what Mr. Muspell had found out about Yggdrazil, grab the 
gem, and then bolt. It was uncertain when or where Roger was 
going to make his next move, whatever that might be. Miste 
should get back to Reiram and Samsara posthaste with the info 
she’d gathered. 


In the end, to keep up the facade of everything being hunky- 
dory, Miste decided to indulge Mr. Muspell on his offer for a 
shared cup of tea. The girl seated herself on an armchair that 
was Clearly designed for someone of greater stature, sinking a 
bit inside the padding. Mr. Muspell dropped down on his own 
seat across the work desk. 


The teapot on the desk was resting atop a gas burner. Mr. 
Muspell poured a cup to the brim and offered it to Miste. In 
hopes of speeding up their meeting, Miste downed the whole 
cup in one gulp. Not much of the aroma could be savored as the 
blazing liquid burned her throat. While writhing in pain, Miste 
forced on the widest smile she could muster. 


Mr. Muspell returned Miste’s smile with amused chuckling, and 
filled the girl’s cup anew. 


D’oh! 


Miste’s voice came out coarse as she fought past the sizzling 
agony in her throat. 


“Please, tell me about the alaxdrite, what did you find?” 
“Ah, straight to the crux of things — I like that.” 


Mr. Muspell reached down for one of his desk drawers and took 
out Miste’s gauntlet. The blue alaxdrite embedded on the 
metallic glove gleamed invitingly as light danced along its 
surface. Miste snatched her creation and slid it around her arm. 
Weirdly, she realized that her right arm had felt unnaturally 
weightless the entire day. 


Hello Yggdrazil! I hope you’ve been well. 

“So, what’s the scoop? Tell me.” 

“Well, I ran your alaxdrite through all the scans and...” 
“What did you find!?” 

“Nothing.” 

“Noth-? No, that can’t be!” 


“Tm sorry, Miste, I don’t know what to tell you. I even tried some 
unconventional methods, but nothing. I can assure you, 


whatever it is you wanted me to find... as far as our technology 
can tell, this here is an ordinary piece of alaxdrite.” 


Miste shook her head, unable to believe what Mr. Muspell was 
saying. She had been sure that she would find some kind of clue 
in Powderberg, anything that could help Yggdrazil. Miste began 
furiously running all possible options through her head, but the 
fact of the matter remained; with this path coming to a dead 
end, she had no idea what to do next. 


Yggdrazil... PM so sorry. 


Mr. Muspell poured himself a cup of tea, with two pieces of 
sugar and a drop of cream. 


“It is not really my place to inquire, I’m sure you have your 
reasons, but could you share the story of this alaxdrite?” 


To Miste, it sounded only fair. 


Miste recited a concise version of everything that she knew 
about Yggdrazil: how she had found him at the alaxdrite mines 
of Akrelion, how the astra had saved her multiple times, and 
how Yggdrazil’s power had later died out all of a sudden. 


“...1 know that all of this sounds insane, but I swear I’m not 
lying.” 

“Hmm... Well, I cannot honestly think of a reason for you to lie 
about something like that.” 


Mr. Muspell sipped his tea, taking in the warm aroma, as well 
as all the information he’d received, falling into thought. The 
man had been open to the sudden revelation that the legendary 
astra were actually real. Miste’s tales had lit up his eyes, like a 
kid listening to a fairytale. 


“Fascinating... no, eye-opening...! Hahaha, my, my... What an 
interesting world we live in! I’d always believed the stories of 
astra to be mere hearsay and old legends. Now though, many 
things in this world start to make a lot more sense.” 


Mr. Muspell leaned over his desk; his gaze nailed on the blue 
gem on the back of Miste’s hand. 


“And then there’s the possibility that alaxdrite and astra 
actually share some connection!? It makes me really wish that 
Pd been able to find out more about Yggdrazil.” 


“You and me both...” 


“I’m truly sorry that I couldn’t help. Thank you for sharing this 
information with me, Miste. I’m a bit embarrassed — between 
your gauntlet and the story you just told, I’m feeling like I’m 
taking advantage of you.” 


“Huh!? No, what are you saying, you’ve been so generous. Plus, 
I have no reason to withhold any of this.” 


Miste would’ve truly liked to tell Mr. Muspell everything she 
knew; that an Astral Bearer was in fact working for Mr. Muspell, 
and was most likely hatching an evil scheme to do his company 
harm right as they spoke. 


Miste chomped down on her lip to stop herself from blurting out 
anything. A thin splash of blood trickled on her tongue. 


While sipping his tea, Mr. Muspell began suddenly coughing up 
his drink, like he’d remembered something important. 


“Ah, there was this one thing! I don’t know if it makes any 
difference or not, but...” 


“What?” 


“One of the scans revealed that the alaxdrite is close to being 
drained, extremely close in fact.” 


A gust of ice sliced through Miste. A vision of Yggdrazil’s blue 
cocoon turning into dust and dissipating into nothingness 
sparked vividly in her eyes. 


No, no, no, no... Pm so sorry, Yggdrazil, I didn’t even stop to think 
that... 


Miste quickly understood so much more, this new piece of info 
made all the difference. She couldn’t fathom how she could’ve 
been so blind. Yggdrazil’s power, the power to create objects out 
of pure energy, obviously it must’ve used something as an 
energy source. After all, it was impossible for energy to simply 
appear out of thin air, that was even one of the fundamentals of 
alax-tech. That being, the energy that Miste had been using to 
accomplish her feats with Yggdrazil was coming from the 
alaxdrite itself. 


Yggdrazil himself is the energy source!! 


The power had ceased working because Yggdrazil had stopped 
Miste from draining the gem completely dry. If Miste had 
continued using Yggdrazil’s power, she’d have ended up 
destroying the gem, and the astra along with it. 


I almost killed you... 


Miste’s hands began to shake. She grabbed hold of the armrests 
of her chair to keep the shivering from spreading. 


“I see... I... I... [Should get going. Thank you for the tea.” 


Just as Miste was cranking herself up from the depths of her 
seat, Mr. Muspell suddenly placed his teacup down with a 
weighty cling. 


“Wait! Pll keep you just a bit longer.” 


The man slammed his fingers on the desk in a pronounced 
manner. With his eyes round and wide, and his lips curving 
towards his cheeks filled with fluffy hair, he looked like a cat 
that had just found its new favorite toy. 


“Td like to request something from you.” 


Miste felt like some invisible force slammed her back into the 
depths of her chair. Mr. Muspell’s stare was warm and gentle, 
yet commanding. 


“I want you to work for me, Miste.” 
“Wha-!? What do you mean...?” 


Mr. Muspell stood up. The man’s rugged frame rose high above 
Miste, embodying the might of the imposing mountain that his 
company was built upon. He gave his glasses a slight fix, making 
his eyes flash like blinding lightning. 


“I mean exactly what I said. I’m offering you a place at our 
development branch. You'll start out small, but being the 
talented young lady that you are, I’m sure you'll be able to rise 
up the ranks fairly quickly.” 


Miste felt like the armchair’s cushioning was about to gobble 
her up whole as she leaned against it. She couldn’t believe what 
she was hearing. A nobody like her, a girl from a rural town in 
the middle of nowhere, a self-taught tinkerer, was offered the 
chance to work at the greatest company in the field of alax-tech. 


“I couldn’t possibly accept-” 


“I know, you have your aspirations as an Adventurer. But 
consider what opportunity this could be for you. I’m sure that 
you’d learn much more about alax-tech by working here.” 


“Don’t misunderstand, I’m flattered that you think so highly of 
me, but-” 


“Miste, why did you become a mechanic?” 
“What?” 
“How did you end up so enthralled by tech in the first place?” 


“I just... ’ve always wanted to learn as much as I can about the 
world. When I was little, I believed that by learning to 
understand the world around me Id be able to better 
understand myself and where I belong. Alax-tech is a part of 
that, it somehow resonated with me, it always made sense.” 


“I see. I can relate.” 


Mr. Muspell walked around Miste’s chair, holding his gaze 
squarely on the girl sitting buried in her seat. 


“Then wouldn’t it be best to use your talents to search for 
answers? To help people understand the world around them? 
To improve everyone’s lives?” 


“That’s...” 


Mr. Muspell stopped behind Miste, laying his hands on the 
backrest. 


“Think about how many people you could help... What our 
company has accomplished so far is only the beginning - alax- 
tech will have so much more to offer to society. You, Miste, could 
be part of that progress. Doesn’t that sound wonderful?” 


In all honesty, thinking about Mr. Muspell’s words tickled 
Miste’s heart just slightly. 


It does sound wonderful! A chance to use my skills to help people. 
To have people depending on me... but... going to Magna Crux to 


become an Adventurer is my dream, that’s the whole reason why 
Pm on this journey. 


Miste’s thoughts drifted back to her home, to Akrelion, and for 
the mines she had spent years toiling at alongside her friends. 
Friends who believed in her. Friends who had always depended 
on her skills. 


I wonder how Coal and Sasha and everyone back home are doing. 
Do they miss me? Are they sad that Pm gone? Will they be alright 
without me working on the ex-caver? Ah, never mind, I trashed 
it... 


Thinking of the place where she had grown, the place where she 
had always felt like she belonged, created a freezing tempest 
around Miste’s heart, shards ofice prickling at her chest. 


Pd like to see Sasha smile, and hear Coal scolding me, but they’re 
so far away. If I decide to stay in Powderberg and work with alax- 
tech... I don’t know... Would they be disappointed in me for not 
following my dream to become an Adventurer? If working with 
alax-tech was my ultimate dream, then I’d get my fill by helping 
out the people I love... I... I... I... Pm being so... selfish... 


Miste jumped up from her chair haphazardly, bumping her 
knees against the desk. 


“Thank you for everything, Mr. Muspell, but I must decline-” 


“You do not have to decide right now. Why don’t you sleep on it. 
We'll discuss again tomorrow, how about it?” 


“Right.” 


Miste walked for the door of the office with a speed just short 
from running. 


“Thank you again, for everything.” 


“You can thank me by accepting my offer, hahaha...” 


Miste slipped out of the room, sending her goodbyes to Mr. 
Muspell with a sunny smile - a lie, for she didn’t feel like 
smiling, and it only made the hurting inside her much worse. 


* k k 


Miste left Muspell Industries, with thoughts of future and duty, 
of passion and doubt, all having a tug of war inside of her. 


Her day had begun full of zeal, now withering away. Come 
evening, she felt her heart gathering frost, her pulse sapped of 
strength, her soul eroding under uncertainty. Everything felt 
like a total mess. 


Miste ran - through the lukewarm air and artificially firm 
streets of Powderberg. She ran - till she was out of breath. And 
still she ran — until she reached the doorknob of Snow Top Inn. 


Her heart, throbbing and aching from exhaustion, couldn’t 
break free from the crust of ice now encasing it. 


x k k 


First thing that Miste heard upon opening the door to the inn 
and stepping inside was the unmistakable laughter of Zeriah. 
Miste marched through the hallway and peeked into the tavern. 


Zeriah, Dani and Reiram were sitting at the corner table. Zeriah 
kept snickering as Dani poked Reiram on the cheek with a piece 
of bread. 


“Come on, Rei-Rei! You have to eat something, otherwise you 
won’t grow up to be a big and healthy Adventurer.” 


“Get that thing off my face! I told you Pm not hungry.” 


“But you hardly eat anything. Do you want to make us worry 
over you?” 


“And you eat enough for the both of us! Leave me be.” 


Reiram swatted at Dani; the young Adventurer leaped from his 
chair to avoid the arm of his elder colleague. 


“Gaah, you're being scary, Rei-Rei! Hehee!” 


“Weren't you planning to continue your search for that 
enigmatic mystery person soon? Hopefully real soon?” 


“Yap, right after filling up!” 
Zeriah grabbed a loaf of bread from the middle of the table. 
“Sorry we didn’t find out anything yet, Dani.” 


“No worries, Big-Z, we'll just chow down some energy — again — 
and return to our investigations!” 


Miste turned away from the tavern door and back to the 
hallway. 


Looks like they are having fun. I shouldn’t disturb them. 
Miste clasped the radio in her pocket. 


I guess Samsara is still at the mines. Pll let her know about Roger 
first. 


Miste began sneaking up the staircase for her room to make the 
call. 


“..And where do you think you’re going without saying hello?” 


Reiram’s voice echoed throughout the hall and halfway up the 
stairs. 


How the hell did he notice me?! 


Miste retracted her steps and settled at the doorway of the 
tavern. 


“Hey everyone.” 


Zeriah and Dani rushed to meet the girl, grabbing her by hand 
from either side. 


“Well, how did it go? Tell us everything. Was it everything that 
you always dreamed of?” 


“Calm it down, Big-Z. Let’s wait till we get Mystic-M seated.” 


Seeing the two boys beaming their collective giddiness for her 
return made Miste drop her gaze to the floor. She was not in the 
mood to talk. 


“Actually, I’m pretty tired. I think Pll just go to my room to rest.” 
“Huh? Is something wrong?” 

Miste released herself from her friends’ grip. 

A better question would be; what isn’t wrong...? 

“Everything is fine. I’ll be upstairs.” 


Miste began climbing up the steps once again. Just as she did, 
the voice of Kalila resounded from the tavern. 
“Evening Miste! Are you hungry?” 


The innkeeper paced through the kitchen door and towards the 
stairs, her steps floaty and peppy, a big ol’ smile decorating her 
face. 


“T hope your day went well. Is there anything I can do for you?” 


Miste slammed her hand against the staircase railing as her 
whole body started shaking. She hated this feeling inside her, 
being pulled into dozen directions at once. Miste wanted to 


apologize to Kalila for what she’d learned about her husband — 
and she wanted to make him pay for what he’d done. The 
innkeeper smiling at Miste was innocent in all this, but she and 
her son would be the ones bearing the most grueling 
punishment, the pain of betrayal. All Miste wanted was for 
things to be different, so that the warm smile on Kalila’s face 
could last. 


“Pm fine. Thank you, Kalila.” 
Miste stomped up the stairs, running away from her pain. 


* k k 


Once Miste got to her room, she crawled onto her bed and pulled 
out her radio. She spent a moment staring at the device, curling 
herself up to sit in a tight ball. Once she would make the call for 
Samsara there was no turning back, it would all be over. 


I know what is right... so why does it feel so wrong... ? 


Miste held down the button on the side of the radio and paged 
for the lady knight. 


“Uhm... Samsara?” 


After a brief moment of silence, a buzzing static came pouring 
from the radio’s transceiver. Samsara’s voice sliced through the 
static, sharp like the blade of her katana. 


“I hear you, Miste? What is it?” 
“T-uh... I have... something to tell you.” 


Just then, the door to Miste’s room swung wide open. Reiram 
marched into the room, with Zeriah and Dani in his wake. 


Alarmed, Miste instinctively stuffed her radio under her pillow. 


“Wh-What are you doing just barging into my bedroom without 
knocking?! For all you know, I could’ve been naked!” 


Reiram walked right beside Miste, looming over the girl. 
“You are not, so quit your moaning and tell what’s going on.” 


Zeriah sat down on the bed while looking directly into Miste’s 
eyes. 


“You made us worry. Something’s up, so please tell us.” 
Dani remained by the doorway, leaning to the frame. 


“You were in such a hurry that anyone would be suspicious. 
Youre quite possibly the single worst liar in all of Zirinia, 
Mystic-M.” 


Miste clamped up to hug her knees. 
I can’t even keep my friends from worrying over me... 


From under Miste’s pillow, the voice of Samsara resounded as a 
muffled murmur. 


“What’s going on, Miste? Are you there? Answer me!” 


The trio who had interrupted the call peered around, confused, 
searching for the source of the voice. 


Dani took a wary step deeper inside the room. 
“Ts... is this room haunted?” 


The boy received a response from the rest of the group as a 
mutual dumbfounded look. 


Reiram reached for Miste’s pillow and dug out the radio from 
under it. 


“Were all here, little Sammy, don’t fret.” 


“Do not call me that! What is going on out there?” 
“T think Miste was just about to tell us...” 
Reiram held out the radio so that Samsara could hear Miste. 


Miste shook her head, partly trying to clear up her thoughts, 
partly still in disbelief of what she was about to bring upon the 
gentle innkeeper and her son — both of whom had been so nice 
to her. 


“Could you close the door, Dani?” 
The door creaked shut. 


“Everyone, I found out something today. Roger... he... he is the 
hooded guy.” 


The room was silent as everyone worked through the shocking 
information. 


“What do you mean Roger is the hooded guy? Why would Roger 
do something like that? That can’t be right!” 


“I know what I saw, Zeri! I saw him using his astral ability to 
conduct electricity. He’s the man we’re looking for.” 


Samsara’s voice poured from the radio. 


“It would fit. He’s been out of town for a while, long enough to 
have been able to pull off the crimes committed by the hooded 
guy.” 

Reiram moved the radio closer to him. 


“How do you want to handle this, Sammy?” 


“We'll have to be careful. At the moment, our greatest 
advantage is the fact that he doesn’t know that we know. PI 
keep patrolling the mines, you handle the distance between the 


inn and Muspell Industries. If either of us gets a lock on the 
target, we’ll page each other and take him out together. Sound 
good to you?” 


“Agreed.” 
Reiram turned to leave without hesitation. 


Miste reached out to the elder Adventurer and caught him by 
the hem of his coat. 


“Wait! What’s going to happen to Roger?” 
“If he comes quietly, then no harm will come to anyone.” 


“I mean, after you catch him, what will happen then? I mean, he 
must have a reason for the things he’s done, right? And what 
about Kalila and Albert?” 


“His family has nothing to do with this, they’ll be fine.” 


“How dense can you be, Reiram!? I mean what kind of 
punishment is Roger going to get?” 

Samsara sighed through the radio. The lady knight’s somber 
voice was incased in steel. 


“Miste. The crimes Roger has committed are severe. Assuming 
he doesn’t resist further, he’s looking at fifteen to twenty years 
in prison.” 


“No... That’s not fair! How are Kalila and Albert supposed to 
take all this?” 


“Pm sorry, that is the law. You must understand. Roger has 
made his own decisions; he must have known the risks.” 


“But... they'll be sad...” 


Reiram tugged his coat free from Miste’s grip and left for the 
door. 


“Time is wasting.” 


The cage of frost gathering around Miste’s heart grew heavier. 
It hurt, it was unbearable, it felt all wrong, she couldn’t accept 
it. 

“Its not fair! How can you be so cold!? No one should have to 
suffer because of someone else’s mistakes!” 


A stream of icy water rose to the surface of Miste’s soul and 
poured down her cheeks. A gurgled whimper turned into pitiful 
sobbing as Miste curled tighter to hug her knees. 


Reiram stopped. The man turned around to gander at the crying 
girl with eyes of contempt. He took off his hat and dropped it on 
Miste’s head, burying the girl’s face under the wide brim. 


Surprised by Reiram’s gesture, Miste stopped her sniveling, 
waiting for what the Adventurer had to say. 


“None of us have a need to see that, Miste. The world isn’t fair, 
get used to it. Start thinking what kind of an Adventurer you 
wish to be, otherwise you’ll be nothing but a burden to the 
Guild.” 


Reiram left the room without another word. 


Silent, Miste placed Reiram’s hat on her nightstand and laid 
down on her bunk. With her face buried in her pillow, she let 
her tears flow in an endless stream while making sure not to 
make a sound. She felt embarrassed, sad and angry. Most of all 
at herself. 


Miste heard how Dani tapped Zeriah on the shoulder before 
sneaking out of the room. 


“Tl leave you two alone. Good luck, Big-Z.” 
“T got this.” 


As the door creaked shut behind Dani, Zeriah nudged closer to 
Miste. He gave her hair a gentle pet. 


“Miste...” 
“Please, just go, Zeri! I want to be alone!” 
“Sorry, no can do.” 


The couple upheld a moment of silence, lasting for several 
minutes, ten, twenty, half an hour... honestly, Miste couldn’t 
even tell. Her thoughts kept swirling, her uncertainty weighing 
on her heart. There was so much that suddenly made no sense 
in her life. 


“It’s going to be alright, Miste.” 


“What is... Do you think Kalila and Albert will be able to smile 
after Roger gets sent to jail?” 


“I don’t know. But you shouldn’t take it this hard.” 


“Heh... maybe I’m crying for them just to mask my own 
betrayals — the selfish me who can’t truly help anyone.” 


“What are you talking about?” 


Miste turned to lay down on her side so that the boy sitting on 
her bed could see her face. 


“I was offered a job. From Muspel Industries.” 


“That’s... that’s wonderful! Man, you must be excited to... oh, 
wait, but what about Hex Nova, and our dream to become 
Adventurers?” 


“T didn’t take the offer, yet.” 


Zeriah took a brief aimless gander around the room. 
“Are you planning on taking it?” 
“Well, that’s just it! I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.” 


Miste caught hold of the bedsheets, squeezing on the white cloth 
until her knuckles matched the color. 


“If I don’t take the job, am I wasting my talents...? And If I 
abandon my dream to become an Adventurer and just settle 
down a few towns over from Akrelion, will I be spitting at the 
face of everyone back home, everyone who ever believed in 
me...?” 


“Miste... what’s this all about?” 


Miste leapt to hug Zeriah, burying her face against his chest. Her 
heart gushed out like a spring, getting Zeriah’s vest all wet. 


“I miss Akrelion!! I miss my treehouse, I miss my hammock, and 
my books, and my desk, I miss the mines, I miss Coal, I miss 
Sasha, I miss Cozo, I miss Berryjam, I miss her apple tarts, I miss 
waking up every morning knowing that the day will be filled 
with warmth and laughter, and that we’ll all be safe...” 


Zeriah stroked Miste’s hair while hearing her woes. 
“It’s alright, I miss home too.” 


“T feel like I’ve abandoned everyone! What if they all hate me 
for being selfish?!” 


“No one hates you. And you’re not being selfish.” 
“Am too! Everything I do is to satisfy my own desires.” 


Zeriah grabbed Miste’s cheeks and held her firmly in place. He 
stared at the girl with intense light pouring from his lime-green 
eyes. 


“Miste. The only selfish thing about you, is you wallowing in 
your own misguided self-loathing. You are the most caring 
person I’ve ever met.” 


Zeriah wiped the tears from Miste’s eyes with his thumbs. 


“Your tears are meant for everyone else but yourself, that’s how 
you’ve always been.” 


Zeriah let Miste go. The girl retreated against the backboard of 
her bed and curled up into a ball. 


“It hurts... it hurts to cry... but it hurts even worse not to cry...” 
“I know, Miste.” 
Another while of silence passed by the couple. 


“Do you feel like you’d be happy here, Miste? Working for 
Muspell?” 


“I... Pm not sure.” 


“If you aren’t sure, then maybe - and this is just a thought — you 
shouldn’t take the offer then. You can always come back if you 
start to feel different.” 


“I guess So.” 


“But for now, let’s focus on becoming Adventurers together. It’s 
still your dream, right?” 


“Of course it is!” 
Zeriah flashed Miste a crafty smile. 
“Then all is clear, isn’t it?” 


Miste shook her head. She glanced at her gauntlet, and the blue 
alaxdrite embedded on it. 


“Were it just that...” 
Zeriah’s face grew serious as he gandered at the gem. 
“Did you find out something about Yg¢gdrazil?” 


“Tsk, nothing. Well, if you don’t count almost killing him as 
something.” 


“What?!” 


“This alaxdrite is critically close to running out of energy. I’ve 
been using Yggdrazil’s power all willy-nilly, not giving a damn 
about the consequences. I never once stopped to think what my 
actions could end up causing.” 


“But, isn’t it possible that maybe when the alaxdrite runs out of 
energy and breaks, then Yggdrazil would be freed in the 
process?” 


“That would be assuming that the alaxdrite acts as a cage of 
sorts. More likely is that Yggdrazil in itself is the alaxdrite. That 
being true, he would perish with the gem.” 


“Oh, right. I didn’t consider that.” 


Miste placed the gauntlet on her nightstand. Suddenly, the blue 
alaxdrite dropped from the engine and rolled down to the floor. 
Miste tried leaping for the gem to catch it, but too late. The 
alaxdrite made a sharp clink as it hit the floor — followed by a 
crash as Miste slipped and fell down from the bed. 


“Ow, OW, OW, OW...” 


Miste clasped the alaxdrite in a fit of panic, searching for any 
scratches on the stone. 


“Whew! Youre okay.” 


The girl climbed to sit back on the bed. 


“I’m so sorry, Yggdrazil. I was sure that I’d find some way to help 
you here. Now we’re back to square one. I don’t know what I 
should do...” 


“I bet he knows you did your best.” 


“If only there was a way to know... I wish I could just talk to him. 
Pd tell him how grateful I am for all the times he has saved me. 
I really want to be his friend. It feels odd, we’ve been traveling 
together for a week now and I don’t think he knows much about 
me at all. What kind of partner am I...?” 


Zeriah nudged closer to Miste and wrapped the girl under his 
arm. 


“Then you should talk to him.” 
“Wh-What? What do you mean?” 


“If you want to be his friend, tell him about yourself. Make him 
see who you really are. It can’t hurt.” 


Miste shifted between staring at Zeriah and the blue alaxdrite 
in her hand. 


“Where would I even start?” 
“Try the beginning.” 


The idea sounded silly — talking to a piece of rock. Although, 
that’s exactly how Miste had felt inside the darkness where 
she’d found Yggdrazil, and in the end, it hadn’t been silly at all. 
The puzzling alaxdrite had revealed itself to be a living being, 
one with life and history of his own. 


Miste clasped the alaxdrite tightly. She allowed her thoughts to 
dive deep inside the gem in hopes of finding someone within. 


“Hello, Yggdrazil. I think we haven’t been formally introduced 
yet. My name is Miste. Pd like to share a part of me with you, so 
that you’d know your Bearer a little bit better...” 


VERSE #12 FLASHES FROM MY PAST: HETEROCHROMIA 
IRIDIUM 


“One day, when I woke up and looked at myself from the mirror, 
I noticed something changing in me. Particularly... my right eye. 
The color of clear blue had started crackling, with sharp shades 
of purple painting strings along my iris. I’d read that people’s 
eye color might change over time, so I wasn’t that alarmed 
about it. In the span of a week or so, the purple had engulfed my 
right eye completely, leaving me with a mismatched pair. 


Back then, I assumed my left eye would soon follow... 


I never knew my birthparents, don’t know where I came from. 
All I know about my origins is that a blue-eyed baby girl with 
powerful vocal cords and a knack for crying was found on the 
doorstep of an orphanage seventeen years ago. 


It had been a rainy night. Someone had knocked on the door 
and disappeared without a trace by the time the headmaster 
had reached the gate. 


There was no note, no basket, no blanket — just me. Well... not 
quite just me. 


The person who’d dropped me off had left me with a book. A 
children’s storybook. There had been an inscription inside the 
cover; the book was a gift for me, presumably from whomever 
had oh-so-graciously decided to abandon me. Due to the heavy 
rain, most of the inscription had gotten smudged. All that was 
left of the text were the words For Miste, and even that was 
barely readable. That’s where I got my name - for all I know 
that isn’t even my real name. 


The orphanage wasn’t that bad of a place to grow up in. We got 
food, beds, some basic tutoring by the headmaster... along the 
occasional beating when we weren’t in bed on time... 


The first book I ever finished from cover to cover was the book 
that was left to be whipped by the icy rain along with me. 
Embroidered in golden letters was the title: Tale as Old as 
Alchemy. It was a story of a young lady alchemist, Cleo, who 
embarks on a journey to save a kingdom beset by a terrible 
curse. I remember looking up to the heroine, I still do. The way 
she could just go out and travel the world while kicking ass and 
helping people made her the coolest to me. 


I don’t know what my parents tried to say to me by leaving me 
with a gift like that, but it got me interested in reading, so I guess 
there’s that. 


Life went by fast, at least in retrospect. 


I spent most of my free time reading. The orphanage had a fully- 
stocked library of donated books ranging between all possible 
fields. History, math, biology, alax-tech... I didn’t understand 
much of it, but it was interesting, nonetheless. 


I didn’t have friends, not that I cared back then. Most of the 
other kids didn’t care for reading, and I didn’t care about 
anything else but reading, so it all worked out. That was, except 
for some of the other kids... 


In an environment like ours, we all needed something to pass 
the time. For some kids it was coming up with new ways to bully 
me. When I was eight, I remember once going completely 
ballistic when some of the older kids tried to snatch Tale as Old 
as Alchemy from me. I blanked out. By the time I realized what 
I had done, one of the kids was holding his nose and my fist was 
covered in blood. 


I really did not have friends after that. 


All the other kids began avoiding me - the weird crazy book girl. 
I got into a lot of fights; some urged upon me, some urged by me. 


A lot of times the fists of the other kids got replaced by the stick 
of the headmaster, whenever I was being insolent, which was 
often. 


The headmaster was a self-important man, or maybe just tired 
of taking care of a bunch of brats. Either way, he didn’t show 


much fatherly care or elderly wisdom. Most I ever got from him 
was a reminder that I was alone, unwanted, and a burden: 


“You kids aren’t going to amount to much. Least you could do is 
not bother other folk with your existence.” 


With no one showing me any basic decency, over the years, I 
sunk deeper and deeper within my own thoughts, my own 
interpretation of the world. 


I remember being so angry, all the time, at everyone and 
everything. 


I hated my parents for abandoning me, yet at the same time I 
clung to the one thing I ever got from them. Whenever I was at 
my lowest, I took out my favorite book and read it. It always 
gave me strength. The fact it was a really good story helped a lot 
too. 


I made a wow not to let anyone see me cry. I wouldn’t show 
weakness, I had no luxury for such. 


It was around that time when the color of my right eye shifted 
from sky blue into amethyst purple. I remember smirking 
slightly over my metamorphosis. The person I currently was 
and the person I would become - clearly those weren’t set in 
stone. 


* k k 


When I was ten, I got my hands on a newspaper that was left 
lying around by the headmaster. On the front page, there was a 
big article about Hex Nova: a guild of extraordinary people 
called Adventurers. The concept blew my mind. To me, 
Adventurers represented freedom and self-reliance; nothing in 
this world could stop them. They were just like the heroine from 


my favorite story. I was mesmerized. At that moment, I decided 
that I too would one day become an Adventurer. I would show 
the world what I was made of! 


I had considered running away before, but now, with a true goal 
and a planned purpose, I finally had the guts to actually go 
through with it. I sneaked out and left the orphanage behind the 
following night. All I took with me were the clothes on me, and 
my copy of Tale as Old as Alchemy. 


I remember trekking through the woods all night. I walked, and 
walked, and walked, with no clue where I was going, till I passed 
out from exhaustion. 


It was about noon the next day when I woke up. I was cold and 
hungry, yet I had no choice but to push on. I kept my spirit up 
by thinking about my heroine from the story, and how I would 
be just like her. 


There was this one line in the book that really resonated with 
me: 


True destiny awaits those brave enough to take the first step. 
“I won’t give up, Cleo!” 


After walking for half an eternity, I finally arrived at the edge of 
a small town, Akrelion, where I would start my new life. 


Since I would have to be of age to become an Adventurer, I still 
had quite a few years to wait. In the meantime, I decided to 
work my butt off — to show that I was worth something, to show 
I could make it on my own. 


I tried everywhere, but my requests for work were met only by 
strange looks and amused chuckles. I couldn’t blame them, I 
was but a little girl, they probably thought I was joking. I walked 


through the whole town and still had no luck. I began to feel 
desperate. That’s when I caught wind of an alaxdrite mine a bit 
farther from the town. I saw it as my last chance. 


When I arrived at the mines, I decided not to waste my time with 
introductions or pleads for a job. Best course of action was to 
get straight to it and prove myself useful. I spotted a bunch of 
workmen carrying some crates and I thought to myself: Hey, I 
can do that! 


Turns out I could in fact not do that... 


I tried lifting one of the crates; it felt like it was filled with rocks. 
Well, it was filled with gems to be precise. I began pushing the 
crate with all my strength, but all I managed to do was plow a 
short trench underneath the box. 


While sweating in vain, I felt a brawny hand dropping on my 
shoulder. 


“And what exactly do you think you’re doing?” 


The man behind me yanked me around to face him. A cigarette 
hung from the corner of his lip, drenching the air in dark smoke 
matching the pitch-black color of his hair. He was the man in 
charge of the mines, Coal Gauntlett. 


“This is not a place for a little girlie to play around.” 
“I’m not playing, Pm working!” 


Coal had the same dumbfounded look that Pd already gotten 
used to. 


“Oh, is that so... Do you by any chance need help with that?” 


“I can manage. Just watch me.” 


Iresumed pushing the crate. I was not going to give up, although 
neither was the crate; it didn’t budge any further. 


“Tell ya what, kid, if I ever need someone to hold a crate 
perfectly in place, Pl call for you.” 


“Tch, you’re a real comedian, Mister.” 


“Come on, kiddo, go home. I don’t need folks getting all up ‘n’ 
arms with me when their daughter gets injured.” 


“Well, then I have some good news, you don’t have to worry 
about that. I don’t have a home to go to.” 


“1 see.” 


Coal eyeballed me for a good while, his expression had added 
softness in it. That pissed me off to no end! I had no use for pity, 
it wouldn’t get me anywhere. 


I stormed off in a fit of anger. 


Just then, I bumped against something soft. A tall lady was 
standing right in front of me. The rays of the sun shimmering 
behind her made her look like an angel. The lady crouched to 
look me right in the eye. 


“Well hello there! Who might you be? Haven’t seen you before.” 
“Name’s Miste, what’s it to you, Lady?” 
“Nice to meet you, Miste. My name is Sasha Amitra.” 


The first time I saw Sasha beaming her warm, gentle, mother- 
bird-esque smile at me, I felt weird. I wanted to look away, for 
her smile reminded me of everything I didn’t have. It was 
painful, yet I couldn’t avert my gaze — it was like my eyes were 
a pair of moths and Sasha’s smile was the most alluring of 
flames. 


“What is a young girl like you doing here?” 
Coal began snickering. 


“Listen to this, Sasha, the kid says she’s come here to work. 
Haha, the things you hear...” 


I had no interest to stay and be humiliated further. 
“I was just about to leave!” 


Before I could take a single step, Sasha caught me under her 
arm. 


“You’re an ambitious little girl, aren’t ya... Hmhmhm, we were 
just about to have a little break. Come stay for a while and eat 
with us, a’ight?” 


The way Sasha caught me and led me to follow her told that I 
really had no choice on the matter. 


It was the first time I tasted sweet potatoes. Sasha had prepared 
them in a huge stone oven built at the edge of the mines. It was 
unlike any food Pd ever had -I could taste the love and passion 
that Sasha had put into preparing the meal for the whole 
workforce of the mines. 


Sitting amidst all the hardworking people while stuffing my 
own useless face rubbed me the wrong way. I didn’t want to be 
a charity case. 


“Thanks for the meal. I better get going.” 
“Not so fast.” 
As I tried getting up to leave, Sasha pulled me closer to her. 


“What is your problem, Lady?!” 


“You aren’t planning on just leaving without repaying for the 
food, now are you, Miste?” 


Sasha’s winking grin was at the same time jokey, and a bit 
menacing. 


Te Uii 


“Coal, weren’t you saying that we could use a pair of extra hands 
around here?” 


Coaľs gruff voice rumbled like a steel pipe getting dragged 
through rubble. 


“There’s always work to go around, for capable people I mean. 
Not so much for a tiny stripling like her.” 


“Oh? Are there any other kinds of striplings except for tiny?” 
“Well, you tell me, yov’re the stripling here.” 

“Old goat!” 

“Shrimp.” 

“Muck lip!” 

“Puny grouse.” 


As I held my back ‘n’ forth with Coal, Sasha began tittering, 
sounding like a swallow singing at the coming of springtime. 


“My, my... you two already get along so well. What do you say, 
Coal, yov’ll have her, won’t you?” 


Sasha’s stinging look and slightly stern tone gave Coal no choice 
but to agree with her. For some reason - one that I couldn’t 
understand at the moment - the woman insisted on helping me 
achieve my goals. 


* k k 


I spent the rest of my first day at the mines following Coal 
around, doing little this and that, basically acting as his 
assistant. 


Best I remember about that day was when the crane that we 
used to move some containers around stopped working. The 
engine just suddenly died. Coal was quick to snap at any piece 
of misbehaving tech. 


“The hell’s wrong with this hunk o’ junk!!?” 


He opened a panel at the side of the control desk, revealing a 
circuit board underneath. After just staring at it for a second or 
two, he gave up finding the kink in need of fixing. 


“Bah, I can’t figure these things out! Pl get Sasha to take a look 
at this. You stay here, shrimp, and do not move an inch.” 


“And where exactly do you think I would go?” 


“Well I... just listen and do what I say, okay? And stop being so 
sassy all the fricking time. You’ll make more friends that way.” 


I remember making faces at the man as he walked away. The 
hell did he know about me? Why would he assume I needed 
friends? I didn’t! I would make it on my own. That’s the way I 
was back then... 


Due to some unclear whim of mine, I decided to have a gander 
at the circuit board that Coal had left bare before leaving. 
Something about the pattern of the wires, the color-coding, the 
shape of the circuits, they all felt nostalgic. Then it hit me, a 
lightning from clear blue sky. Pd seen it before, in one of the 
books from the orphanage, there had been a schematic of a 
circuit board just like this one. Comparing my memory to the 
real deal before me, I quickly noticed what was wrong. One of 


the components was hanging a bit loose from the socket it was 
supposed to be connected to. My hands began moving as if 
guided by some kind of spell. As soon as I was done, the engine 
rumbled back to life. 


Coal’s reaction as he returned with Sasha was quite 
enthusiastic. 


“What in the name of all that is sane do you think you’re 
doing!?” 


Like I said, enthusiastic. 
“I fixed this hunk o’ junk for you. You’re welcome, by the way.” 
Sasha’s take on the matter was a bit more encouraging. 


“You are just full of surprises, aren’t you, Miste. Where did you 
learn to do this?” 


“T’ve had a lot of free time to read. I can’t really explain it. It just 
sort of came to me. Luck, I guess?” 


“Do you like this tinkering stuff?” 
“I don’t dislike it.” 


“Hmhmhm, I see. Would you be interested to learn more? There 
aren’t that many alax-tech technicians in these here parts. I 
could teach you some basics.” 


I couldn’t fathom why Sasha kept being so nice to me, I hadn’t 
done anything to deserve it. 


“Sure, why not...” 


“Great! I’m looking forward to it.” 


* k k 


At the end of the day, after everyone else had left for their 
homes, I was the last one remaining at the mines, along with 
Coal, who lived where he worked. 


A veil of clouds was gathering over the mines, implying coming 
rain. I began gathering trash pieces of sheet metal to make a 
small shelter for myself. 


Once again, Coal was his usual charming self. 
“What the hell is that supposed to be?” 
“Something to keep me dry for the night.” 


“You know, I could let you stay with me in my trailer. That is, if 
you ask nicely.” 


“Tch, no thanks! I don’t need your charity.” 


“You do realize that getting to work here is already me being 
quite the generous old goat, right?” 


“All the more reason for me to decline.” 


“Why do you insist on swatting away people who are just trying 
to be nice?” 


“If I can’t make it on my own, I'll never reach my dream.” 


Growing weary of the bickering, Coal suddenly grabbed me and 
flung me on his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. 


“Alrighty, let’s go, little lady.” 


“Gaah! Let me down this instant! Do you hear me!? Somebody, 
help! Kidnapping!!” 


“Settle down. If it’s that important to you, Pl reduce the amount 
of rent from your salary, how about that?” 


I wasn’t excited about the arrangement, but I also wasn’t 
particularly keen on the idea of spending another night 
outdoors. 


Coal’s trailer apartment was cramped. There was a bed and a 
small sofa with a table in between, along a set of wooden 
cabinets hanging from the walls. The stench of cigarettes had 
permanently seeped into the furnishing. 


“T’ll crash on the couch. You can have the bed, little lady.” 
“I hope that you’ve changed the sheets recently...” 
“We really need to do something to that sass of yours...” 


Coal’s bed felt strange, it was all hard and lumpy. I had spent 
my whole tiny life molding my old bed from the orphanage, so 
it was kinda given. 


“So, how much are you gonna charge me for this luxurious 
establishment, Mister?” 


“That was a joke earlier. And drop that mister-stuff. Call me Coal 
like everyone else.” 


“What kind of a name is Coal anyway?” 
“Heh, my parents had a strange sense of humor.” 
“Your parents...” 


“They were miners, like me. When mother was carrying me, she 
and pops got sealed inside a coal mine after a cave-in. Mother 
was forced to give birth to me inside the cavern. They named 
me Coal since I was brought to this world inside the crust of the 
earth. You could say that ore runs through my veins.” 


I wondered whether my parents had any meaning behind my 
name. 


I spent a while twisting and turning in my new bunk, all the 
while scanning the inside of the trailer. Something caught my 
eye, leaning against a corner behind a stack of old folders. 


“What’s that over there?” 


Coal dug out the fascinating object and presented it to me. It was 
a sword, with a decorative handle and a long, thin, beautiful 
blade. Pd never seen a real-life weapon before, so it felt 
awesomely cool and exciting. 


“Why do you have something like this, Coal?” 


“I made it. Used to be a blacksmith before getting into all this 
mining stuff.” 


“Well, how come you aren’t one anymore?” 


“It’s tough trying to hold on to your dreams when no one’s got 
the need for ya. Nowadays, most arms get mass-produced by 
large foundries. I didn’t want that. I wanted to craft unique 
pieces, ones that would become their masters’ trademark. This 
here is the only blade I ever forged myself, as a showcase to my 
teacher after completing my training.” 


“Oh, I see... bummer.” 
“Yes, bummer indeed.” 


Coal had managed to build a life for himself, despite the world 
having a different plan from his dream. Strangely, I felt 
encouraged to follow my own path, yet also a bit upset. 


“I for one will never give up on my dream.” 
“To work as a professional box pusher?” 
“No!! I...” 


“Yes?” 


“,..None of your business! Let’s just say that I’m not planning on 
sticking around here for the rest of my life.” 


“Well, Pm relieved to hear that.” 


There was no true malice in the way Coal spoke to me, it was 
more like he was simply trying to match my cynical tone. It 
suited me fine, I had no need to make any buddies. And yet... 


“I want to become an Adventurer. But I can’t just march to Hex 
Nova and apply right away - I’m still too young. So, I’ll pass the 
time here, and make myself useful in the meantime.” 


Hearing about my lofty goals made Coal crack a genuine smile. 


“An Adventurer, huh? Well, at least I can’t blame you for aiming 
low.” 


“Yeah, go ahead, laugh! I don’t need approval from anyone!” 


“Pm not laughing. It’s good to have goals. If that’s what you 
wanna do, fine, you do you.” 


Coal was absolutely right: I would certainly do it my way. 


While I laid half-awake in my new - temporary - digs, all of the 
past day swirled through my mind. It was at that moment when 
I realized that this was really my new life. I had taken the first 
step towards my dream. And from that realization, a gentle 
whisper bubbled onto my lips and escaped into the darkness of 
the trailer. 


“Thank you, Coal, really.” 
“You’re welcome, little lady, really.” 


* k k 


I spent the following year working intensely at the mines. I 
strived to learn as much as I could about alaxdrite, and mining 


in general. Sasha taught me about alax-tech, she said I caught 
on quick, which was true. As I got better, I was given quite a bit 
of responsibility. I was glad to be seen as something - that I 
mattered. 


Me and Coal got into a lot of fights; two headstrong characters 
under one roof tends to do that. To be honest, it was mostly due 
to me being abrasive whenever Coal scolded me for screwing 
something up. Luckily, Sasha was always there to mend things 
between us. 


Whenever I got free time, I would go to the town’s library, 
continuing my bookwormy tendencies. I wanted to absorb as 
much information as I could, relating to anything and 
everything. Learning more about the world, be it by books or by 
fiddling with tech, made me feel increasingly more restless. I 
couldn’t wait to become an Adventurer and explore the world 
with my own eyes. 


For the entire time, I kept holding on to the idea that I should 
work towards being completely self-reliant. The opportunity to 
work at the mines had been a fluke, one that certainly wouldn’t 
repeat itself. I couldn’t place my trust in anyone but myself... 


* k k 


One day, I was taking a walk through the outskirts of Akrelion, 
past a grove of apple trees. There was this one old and rugged 
tree with branches growing to the shape of an open palm. It 
immediately hit me that it would make a fun place for a small 
house. In my excitement, I moved from dreaming to designing 
right away. 


Coal and Sasha quickly got wise to my plans... 


“You want to build a house?!” 


“Uh-huh.” 
“You’re eleven — and you want to build a house?” 
“Uh-huh.” 


“How long have you been planning this? Why didn’t you say 
something?” 


“For a while now. Don’t worry about me, I know what I’m 
doing.” 


Sasha gave me a concerned look. 

“It is quite a big task for a small girl.” 
“You two think I can’t do it, is that it?” 
I remember Coal laughing dryly. 


“Pm wondering more so why you didn’t tell us right away. We 
could help, if you would just ask us...” 


“I told you I wasn’t going to stay forever and live off your 
charity. This is a step towards realizing my dream. I have to do 
this alone.” 


“This again, huh? Alone? You’re being stupid, Miste.” 
“Say what you will, ’ve made up my mind.” 
“Miste, we-” 


“What do you even care, Coal?! You’re not my father or 
anything, so back off!!” 


If Pm being perfectly honest, during my entire life I’ve never 
regretted anything more than those words. 


“You're right, I’m not your father. But that doesn’t mean Sasha 
and I do not care.” 


“Miste, please. We want you to be happy, a’ight. We want to help 
you. Just say so and we'll be there for you.” 


I was still so blind — blinded by my own hatred, hatred for my 
past, for my parents, and for myself. 


“Just give it a rest you two. You don’t need to pretend you care.” 
“What in the name of all that is sane is wrong with you, Miste!!?” 


Coal had been angry at me before, furious even, but never 
before had he shouted at me with such intensity. His voice 
cracked just the tiniest bit. 


“You have nothing to prove! You have us-!” 


“Shut up!! You don’t know anything about me! Neither of you 
know what it’s like to be alone! Unwanted! With no future!” 


Even though I firmly believed all the things I spewed, seeing 
Coal and Sasha looking at me with their eyes filled with 
empathy made me feel sick to my stomach. I wasn’t ready to let 
go of my anger... I was too scared... 


“If I don’t manage on my own, Pll never amount to anything!” 
“You’re strong, Miste.” 
“What-!?” 


“You’ve already done so much. You’ve been so brave. But as you 
can see, Pm not alone, and neither is Sasha. We’re all here for 
each other.” 


Coal extended his hand for me. 
“Here.” 


Sasha joined Coal in his gesture. She offered me that sweet 
mother-bird-esque smile of hers. 


“Come on, Miste.” 


The duo standing in front of me were the most wonderful 
people I’d ever met. Even so, my lips trembled, I couldn’t move 
my body, a freezing wind sliced through my soul, like I was 
watching a sight most terrifying. 


“I... I can’t... what if you guys leave... just like... they did...” 


I remember how I stomped the ground and screamed from the 
bottom of my lungs, just to help me swallow the flood of tears 
filling my eyes. 


“I refuse to suffer anymore!!!” 
“Then don’t!” 
Coal kept holding his hand out towards me. 


“No one is forcing you to do anything. It is your life. You decide 
how you want to live it.” 


Sasha did the same. 
“We promise we'll never leave you.” 


I was so scared to dive towards something I had never truly 
known. 


Then, my mind drifted to my idol, the heroine from my favorite 
book. Cleo was always strong, capable, and brave. I thought 
about the road she had blazed across the story, and of the bonds 
she’d forged along the way. I started to realize that maybe the 
lesson I had learned from the heroine had been misguided all 
this time. She wasn’t all those awesome things because she was 
born like that, she was all those thing ‘cause of the people she 
met along her journey. She was so strong and unyielding 


because she knew that she could count on her friends to have 
her back. 


I decided to be brave, to take the plunge, to... trust. 


I stepped forth and took Coal and Sasha by their hands. They 
cradled me between them - it was the first hug I ever had. I 
never dreamed that this kind of warmth could be experienced 
by having others close to me, I never wanted it to end, ever. 


That was when I cried for the first time in front of others. I 
allowed my soul to stream out; my pain, my gratitude, and all 
the bliss that my rapidly hammering pulse brought forth. Coal 
and Sasha held me firmly, taking in all that my tears had to tell 
them. For the first time in my life I wasn’t anything else but 


happy, truly happy. 


And funnily enough, in the end, my left eye never followed after 
my right one. Instead, it holds the color of clear azure sky!” 


VERSE #13: THE BEGINNING OF THE END 


Miste’s palm had gotten sweaty from clasping the blue alaxdrite 
so firmly. She wiped her hand on her shirt. 


“I think that was the moment that truly made me who I am 
today. I’m so grateful to Coal and Sasha for making me see that 
the world can be so wonderful and full of warmth. They showed 
me that I didn’t need to be bitter about my past, and that the 
future was truly bright for me. That’s why I really want to make 
my dream of becoming an Adventurer into reality, because I 
have such wonderful people believing in me!” 


For the entirety of Miste’s story, the alaxdrite in her hand had 
remained lifeless — as to be expected from a gem. Miste placed 
the gem on her nightstand. 


“Thanks for listening my ramblings, Yggdrazil. I really hope you 
could hear me.” 


Fearing that the astra inside the gem would float further from 
her grasp should she choose to let go, Miste held her palm upon 
the piece of alaxdrite. 


“You know, Zeri, I’ve never spent this long talking to a wall... 
Not even when I was alone at the orphanage.” 


“Come on, cheer up!” 


Zeriah laid his palm over Miste’s hand, and the duo clasped the 
alaxdrite together. 


“Pm sure Yggdrazil could hear you.” 


“Hope so... Do you think it’s presumptuous of me to call myself 
his partner? What if he-” 


“Nope, none of that, Miste!” 


Zeriah wrapped his free hand around Miste and pulled her close 
to his chest. 


“I bet there ain’t a single astra in the world who wouldn’t be 
thrilled to have you as their Bearer.” 


“Thank you, Zeri, that’s real sweet of you.” 


Miste felt Zeriah’s heart drumming against her ear. His support 
made her own heartbeat flutter merrily, adjusting in sync with 
his. The two embraced each other while basking in their shared 
warmth. 


Amidst their gentle heartbeats, suddenly, something began 
distorting the rhythm. A vibration shot upwards Miste’s arm. It 
felt like another pulse was nudging its way next to her heart. It 
got constantly louder, booming like the waves of the ocean 
crashing against a mighty cliff. For just the slightest moment, 
Miste thought she was going mad, but seeing Zeriah wincing in 
confusion told her that he’d noticed it too. 


The blue alaxdrite on the nightstand flared to glow. A barrage 
of pulses from the gem lanced up the youngsters arms, growing 
even mightier, enough to make their bodies tremble. And yet, 
neither of them dared to let go of the gem. 


“Uhm... Zeri?” 
“Yeah, I feel it too...!” 


A huge rush of energy washed over Miste like a sudden gust of 
wind, making her squint her eyes. Once her eyesight settled, the 
bedroom she’d been in a moment ago had vanished. 


All around Miste was an endless void of nothingness, a 
blindingly white space without horizon, no sky, nor floor. She 
tumbled down, falling through the emptiness. She screamed, 


but her voice would not sound out. After an unknown time of 
spiraling around and sinking downward, she suddenly came to 
a stop, floating gently in place. There was nothing underneath 
her except for the never-ending pool of white. 


As Miste peered down, something materialized before her. A 
small dot in the distance, growing larger, closing in. Soon, she 
recognized the figure as Zeriah, rising towards her at incredible 
speed. The boy came to an abrupt stop mere inches away from 
the girl. 


The couple called out to each other, but the white void absorbed 
all sound. Staring into each other’s eyes, the two of them simply 
floated inside the silent space. 


Suddenly, the sense of gravity began shifting for them. Miste 
could’ve sworn that she had been peering down at Zeriah... or 
maybe he was looking downwards at her? Either case, the 
orientation of the couple twisted slowly into an upright stance. 
There was still no perceivable floor, yet they could feel that they 
were now standing firmly on something. 


Miste tried once more to call out to Zeriah, but her voice 
disappeared inside the void. Shaking her head, Miste continued 
talking to Zeriah, ignoring her muted state. She knew that 
Zeriah could read her lips. 


“Is it really you, Zeri?” 

“I’m... pretty sure it’s me. Where are we?” 

“I was hoping you’d tell me.” 

The couple was given little time to mouth their soundless chat. 


The whiteness of the void began filling out with thin trails. A 
checkerboard of hexagonal shapes drew itself around the two 


youngsters. The hexagons dislodged from each other and were 
blown to flutter all about like a bunch of frail leaves dancing in 
a whirling gust. 


Inside each hexagon was an image, or rather a sequence of 
images, something Miste could hardly believe as true. They 
were her memories, like photographs taken through her eyes. 
She saw herself reading a page from Tale as Old as Alchemy; a 
flash of herself staring at Coal and Sasha’s smiling faces; a trail 
of blood smearing her cheek while the body of Reiram dangled 
above her; the snarling maw of the aurora wolf; a lick she had 
received from the wolf’s cub; and a wealth of scrumptious food 
with Zeriah, Dani, Reiram and Samsara gathered around. 


Dispersed among her own memories were those belonging to 
Zeriah. There was Zeriah’s training sword swinging fiercely in 
front of him; pictures of him looking at Miste’s beaming face... 
there were a lot of those; and one where Zeriah stood atop a 
steep hill and watched the backside of his older brother 
drawing distant from him. 


Amidst the flashes of Miste and Zeriah’s collective pasts were 
moments that belonged to neither of them. They were of places 
and people they’d never seen before, of conflicts and battles 
long since passed. A stream of azure energy glistened across one 
of the images, revealing the person behind the memories. 


That must be Yggdrazil’s previous partner! Then that means...!! 


The hexagons acting as windows to distant pasts moved away 
from Miste and Zeriah, sucked away into an enormous vacuum. 


The hex shapes came together to form a large spherical cluster. 
The memories inside them flashed into nothingness, and the 


borders between them melded away, leaving the sphere with a 
gleaming hue of icy blue. 


The blue cluster morphed into the shape of a strange creature 
that suddenly shed its icy hue, bursting alive with vivid colors. 
It was enormous, looming over Miste and Zeriah like one of the 
buildings of Powderberg. Its body was lean, with long and 
bendy limbs like the branches of a leafless apple tree. Its face 
resembled the shape of a shield belonging to an ancient knight, 
with no visible emotion seeping through the curving plate of 
steel. 


The creature keeled to crouch, slamming its hands down on the 
floor of the ethereal plane. Despite it having no true face, it was 
clearly staring at the two youngsters. 


Miste realized that the creature in front of them was in fact the 
astra — Yggdrazil. 


Miste was just about to shout from joy when the astra 
interrupted her, with a voice that embodied all that was sweet 
in life — the song of a bird, the laughter of best friends — while at 
the same time coating this sweetness in the adamant clang of 
sharpened metal. The voice was soothing, yet accentuated with 
urgency. 


“Miste. I have but precious little time. I implore you to listen.” 


Miste’s heart was ready to burst from glee upon hearing the 
astra’s voice at long last. The thing that kept her chest from 
doing just that was the pressing weight in Yggdrazil’s voice. 


“Little time? But-” 
“Listen!!” 
Ygedrazil brought his shield-like face closer to the girl. 


“T’ve heard you, Miste. I’ve heard everything you had to tell me. 
I’ve seen your soul. So please, do not worry, for I am right here, 
and Iam not going anywhere.” 


“But you just said-—” 
“Listen to me!!” 
“S-S-Sorry.” 


“I am increasingly weary in my state. It is taking all of my 
remaining strength to reach out to you like this. There are 
infinite number of things Id like to share with you, Miste, but 
alas, I haven’t the time. Know this however, I am always here, 
and I am verily safe.” 


The astra moved his enormous palm towards Miste and poked 
her gently on the chest with one of his branch-like fingers. 


“You are my new Bearer. I entrust my power to you.” 


“Yggdrazil... There’s still so much Pd like to tell you. Thank you 
for saving me over and over again. I’m sorry for using your 
powers recklessly...” 


“Nay, my young Bearer, it is you who have saved me. Were it 
not for you, I would still be lying underneath a bed of rock. I 
only wish that I could’ve been there to guide you better.” 


“I... thank you.” 


“Use my power well.” 
Ygedrazil rose to full height and turned to leave. 
“Wait! There’s still so much I have to ask!” 


“I can already feel myself fading away. I must go, lest I dissipate 
from this world completely.” 


“But... but... Ah... I just hope I could understand...” 


“Miste, the force behind my astral ability, it has nothing to do 
with the alaxdrite Iam bound to. You haven’t been draining my 
essence, as you have mistakenly come to presume. I am simply 
growing tired in this state of mine, and as such, my cocoon is 
frail.” 


“Then how-” 
“The strength that fuels my ability is inside you.” 
“Huh? Oh! You mean like love and friendship and stuff?” 


Ygedrazil echoed a soft metallic rumble — Miste guessed that the 
astra was laughing. 


“No, no... Although, an open heart and an unyielding focus are 
indeed the keys to fully mastering my ability. What I meant was 
that the thing fueling my ability is your very own life force. Your 
body creates the necessary energy, I am merely a conduit 
through which you can let that energy shine forth. So, eat a lot 
and sleep well to be prepared for anything.” 


Suddenly, all the anxiety that Miste had felt over Yggdrazil’s 
mystifying state melted away and rolled down from covering 
her heart. She felt free, like everything was turning out right, 
and bright. A smile bubbled onto her lips. 


“Hihi! Okay, I think I can do that!” 


“Take care, my Bearer.” 


Ygedrazil began to fade. Before merging with the white void, he 
spoke once more. 


“Zeriah, you walk a path bound to Miste - I trust you to keep my 
partner safe.” 


Zeriah grabbed Miste under his arm, flashing a confident grin 
for the astra. 


“Tch, as if you’d have to tell me.” 


Miste couldn’t be sure, but behind the featureless plate of steel 
which Yggdrazil wore as his face it felt like the astra was smiling 
at her and Zeriah. 


“One last thing before I go. Both of you, whenever you’re at a 
crossroads, you should follow the voice of your heart. If you 
believe a path will make you happy, should it not interfere with 
fellow men following theirs, then it is the correct path to take.” 


Ygedrazil bowed his head before vanishing completely. 
“Farewell, my friends...” 


The moment Yggdrazil faded from view, the void of white 
flashed brightly to blind the youngsters. 


When they regained their eyesight, they found themselves back 
inside Miste’s bedroom in Snow Top Inn. Both of them were still 
clasping the blue alaxdrite. 

“That did just happen, right?” 

“Either that, or it was the trippiest daydream I’ve ever had!” 
Miste was shaking from triumph. Although she remained no 


closer to finding out the reason, nor cure, to Yggdrazil’s strange 
condition, the fact that the astra was indeed safe and sound was 


enough for now - more than enough! After purging this huge 
load off her chest, Miste felt more confident about her path than 
ever. 


“Zeri, let’s become Adventurers together!” 
“T take it you’ve sorted out your thoughts?” 


“Uh-huh! It has been my dream for the longest time, and it’s the 
path that will make me the happiest. Not to mention, that way I 
can most effectively put Yggdrazil’s astral ability to use.” 


Miste brought the blue alaxdrite close to her chest. 


“You hear that, Yggdrazil? Fl be the best Bearer ever - Pll show 
you my strength and make you proud!” 


A faint glimmer burned inside the gem as a response. 


I’m sure about everything! There are of course things that still 
bother me - about Roger and all that — but I won't let that bind 
me down. Pll definitely become an Adventurer! 


Fueled by her burst of confidence, Miste grabbed her gauntlet, 
slapped Yggdrazil’s alaxdrite back in its socket, and dashed for 
the door. 


“T’ll be back soon!” 
“Where are you going?” 


“T’ll swing by Muspell Industries to tell Mr. Muspell that Pm 
declining his offer.” 


“Can’t that wait till tomorrow?” 


“FI feel better if I don’t keep his hopes up for nothing.” 


Miste swung the door open and hurried into the hallway. In her 
rush, she tripped over a strange lump leaning against the wall 
right outside her door. 


“Gaah!” 

Miste crashed face down on the floor. 

“Ow, OW, OW...” 

Zeriah walked into the hallway in the girl’s wake. 
“You okay?” 

“Uuh, I’m fine... What was that...?” 

Dani was sitting in a squat outside Miste’s room. 
“Sorry about that, Mystic-M.” 

“Wait... Dani?! How long have you been sitting there?” 
“Pretty much the whole time.” 

Zeriah clanked the scabbard of his sword upon Dani’s head. 
“It’s rude to eavesdrop, y know.” 


“Hehe, sorry ‘bout that. Though I’m glad that I did, cos I got to 
hear Mystic-M recite her mysterious past.” 


Miste’s cheeks lit up with red. 
“Y-Y-You heard the whole thing?! That’s kinda embarrassing...” 


“Don’t feel like that. Friends are supposed to share everything, 
right?” 


“Right...” 


Dani climbed to stand. 


“And besides, I think your story was rather inspiring. Just like 
you will never give up on your dream, Pl keep trying my best 
too. I will find that hooded mystery person, it is only a matter of 
time!” 


“Hihihi! Pm sure you will.” 
“Well, I’m off then. See ya guys later.” 


Dani dashed downstairs while throwing his friends a wave of 
goodbye. 


Zeriah snatched Miste’s cheeks inside a firm pinch. 


“It’s kind of a tough call... I can’t tell which one of you is the 
more eccentric one...” 


“We keep your life interesting!” 
“That you do.” 


Miste clasped Zeriah’s hands inside her own and undressed her 
cheeks from his grasp. 


“T better get going too.” 
“I can come along if you’d like.” 


“I won't be that long. Stay here and rest, Pll be back before you 
know it.” 


Miste paced down the stairs while throwing a flying kiss 
towards Zeriah. The boy caught the invisible smooch inside his 
palm. 


Before leaving the inn, Miste grabbed a loaf of bread from the 
tavern as a long-overdue snack. Yggdrazil had told her to eat 
well, after all. 


x k OK 


On a small alleyway near Muspell Industries’ headquarters, 
Roger Jolovia was gazing at the evening skies of Powderberg. 


It had just begun snowing, and the pure flakes of white were in 
an endless contest to see which of them would reach the city 
streets first. A pointless race, for due to the heating system of 
the city, none of them had any hope of reaching the ground 
before they’d evaporate into nothingness. 


Roger wondered whether snowflakes knew of their fate. They 
formed high up in the skies, only to float down and disappear, 
forgotten by all, their own kind included. Should they know of 
their destiny, would they be sad, or would they simply embrace 
their part in the world? 


Thoughts like these were of course nothing more than the 
jesting of a troubled man. 


A pair of footsteps moved closer to Roger, telling him that it was 
time for him to act out his own part. 


The two arrivals were the co-owner of Muspell Industries, Clint 
Kazer, and the woman acting as the man’s shadow, Rio. 


Clint stopped a healthy distance away from Roger - a wise 
decision. The man knew how potentially dangerous Roger was. 
He waved a sharp yet cheery greeting. 


“So, Roger, tell me, how do you think our little performance has 
gone so far?” 


“Do I look like I care?” 
“Humor me.” 


“..1 don’t believe anyone has caught on to your true goal.” 


“My true goal? Roger, Roger, you’re selling yourself short. Aren’t 
we all partners in this?” 


“Why did you call me here exactly?” 


Rio marched close to Roger, excusing herself from greetings. 
The woman rarely spoke, unless spoken to by Clint. With her 
expressionless doll-eyes complementing her silence, it was 
impossible to guess what the woman was thinking at any given 
time. 


Clint smiled thinly at Roger. It was a smile lacking everything a 
gesture such as that usually meant - completely devoid of 
warmth, compassion, or even so much as light amusement. It 
was the definition of a lie, painted across the man’s face. 


“Td like to ask you something else, Roger...” 
Clint’s gaze switched briefly to Rio. 
“If you’d be so kind.” 


The woman drew her steel baton from her belt and delivered a 
sharp jab squarely on Roger’s stomach. The pain shooting 
through his body forced him on his knees. The only thing 
keeping him from outright fainting from the sudden agony was 
the fact that he’d been half-expecting it. 


Rio followed up her assault with a rising swing across Roger’s 
chin. A hollow crunching sound escorted Roger to slump against 
the street. His mouth filled with thick blood. His head was 
heavy, it felt like it was sinking inside the street. He tried to 
regain his bearings and climb back up, when Rio gave him yet 
another whack, this time on his ribs. 


Roger doubled over, reeling in the pain that echoed throughout 
his entire body. The blood he was gagging blocked him from 
screaming in anguish. 


Rio stood over Roger, staring towards the distance with her 
blank expression. She was truly as emotionless as a doll. 


The sound of Clint’s hands clasping together boomed through 
the alley. 


“Now then, Roger, would you be so kind as to explain to me why 
there are a bunch of Adventurers in my city, and dwelling in 
your dear wife’s inn no less?” 


Roger’s words came out droopy between constant coughing of 
blood. 


“I haven't... told... them anyth... anything...” 
Clint’s thin smile rippled into patronizing titters. 


“Well, I certainly hope so. It’s just weird; I distinctly remember 
telling you to leave no trace, and yet here they are.” 


“I did all I could.” 


“Yes, and clearly your best was not enough. Hence the beating. 
See where I’m going with this?” 


Roger felt no need to keep up the chatter. The whole exchange 
was merely Clint exercising his sickening sense of superiority. 


“Do not worry, Roger, I did not come here merely to see you 
drown in your own blood, no matter how entertaining it might 
be. The plan is going down tonight - right now to be precise.” 


“What?!” 


“Hmm? I thought you were the one with his maw filled by 
something that doesn’t belong there. Did I stutter!? I said, we are 
doing it tonight!!” 


Roger climbed on one knee. 
“T have to say goodbye to Kalila and Albert.” 


“Uh, yeah, not going to happen. I don’t need any more 
distractions or suspicious people mucking up my plans.” 


“This wasn’t what we agreed on...” 
“Sorry Roger, situations change.” 


Roger didn’t mind his existence as a servant -not even to a man 
such as Clint Kazer — but he couldn’t stand the idea of going 
through with the man’s plan without telling his family that he 
loved them one last time. 


A rush of concentrated hatred bubbled inside Roger, and a 
fierce gleam of electricity formed around his right hand. 


Rio leapt backwards in surprise and closer to Clint - a wise 
decision. 


“I am not leaving my family like this!” 


Hearing Roger’s audacious statement, Clint Kazer’s thin smile 
evaporated. His flawless blue eyes exploded with fury, into a 
storm of ice. 


A sudden gust of wind blew through the alleyway from behind 
Clint. More accurately put, it was a condensed hurricane with 
all of its might directed at Roger. The intense gale caught hold 
of Roger and slammed him against the wall of the alley. 


Before Roger could react, another mass of air pushed him 
towards the opposite wall. He hit the wall face first, biting his 
tongue nearly in half in the process. He collapsed to the ground. 


Clint walked beside Roger and kicked him over on his back, so 
that he could watch Roger straight in the eye in his beaten state. 
Clint’s eerily deceitful smile slithered back on his face. 


“Say, Roger, do you loath me?” 

“More than anything in this world.” 

“Ha-ha, but you must know that I’m not mere bark, right?” 
“Yes...” 


“Then be a good pawn and do as I say. You know what PFI do to 
everyone you love should you displease me, don’t you?” 


Roger wanted nothing more than to crush Clint’s skull right then 
and there. Regrettably, even with the blessing Roger had 
received from the powers greater than him, Clint Kazer was the 
strongest of the two men. 


“Yes.” 


“Yes what? I don’t believe I understand what yov’re answering 
to.” 


“Yes, I know my place, Pll do everything you say.” 
“There, now that wasn’t so hard, was it?” 


Clint turned to leave. As he walked past Rio, the woman stepped 
to follow him. 


“Pick your bones and come, Roger. Be grateful I’m not 
prolonging your suffering any longer.” 


Roger climbed up by leaning against the wall of the alley. He felt 
his knees quivering and his chest tightening under a weighty 
chain; not from the pain of the beating he’d received, but out of 
fear. 


Tlaloc... 

-I am here, Roger. 

Please, help me not to waver tonight. 

-Were in this together. Your sin is both of ours to carry. 
I wish you wouldn't put it like that. 

-I am sorry. 


I know. It doesn’t really matter. ‘What I wish’ is a sentiment long 
since gone. I only hope that Kalila and Albert won’t resent me... 
or at the very least they are able to move on without me. 


Roger was trapped, with no path to follow but down. Down, into 
his own inevitable demise looming close. 


VERSE #14: A FLOWER BLOOMING THROUGH THE 
SNOW 


It was Dani’s last desperate attempt. Simply walking up ‘n’ down 
Powderberg would get him nowhere. 


The young Adventurer was trekking through the fields of snow 
surrounding the city. The gentle snowfall that had recently 
begun sent small fluttering flakes to tickle his nose. 


Dani’s goal was the bluff where he had first met the mysterious 
hooded person, the one who had saved him from the ivory-fang 
tiger yesterday. If he wouldn’t find the person there, then he’d 


call it quits; they clearly did not want to be found. But, should 
the person be there, then Dani would take it as a sign that their 
meeting was truly destined to be, or something along those 
lines... 


The thickly layered snow was tough to march through, and the 
mountain air felt as crispy as ever, but at the very least the 
falling snow was actually falling today, instead of storming 
against Dani’s face, clogging his nostrils and eyes, along with his 
gear. 


Dani would soon find himself on the cliff — by going through the 
same withered grove of trees as before. 


Please, be there. I need to see you again and thank you properly. 


The first impression Dani got once he reached the scene was one 
of dread and disappointment. There was nothing waiting for 
him at the cliff but white snow, with dusky evening horizon as 
a backdrop. 


I guess it was kind of a long shot... 
Wait... 
What’s that?! 


As Dani scanned his surroundings, something caught his eye: a 
lump of white rising from the smooth layer of fresh snow, like 
a piece of furniture hidden underneath a cloth before chimney 
sweeping. 


A small gust of wind swept across the cliff, blowing a cloud of 
powdery snow over Dani. After wiping his face clean, Dani 
noticed a change in the curious white lump. The breeze had 
swept some of the snow aside, revealing a strand of dark fabric 
which began fluttering by the whims of the wind. Dani 


recognized it immediately as the cloak of the person he was 
looking for. 


Oh, no!! Has that person turned into a popsicle out here in the 
cold?! 


Dani approached the white lump. 
“Are you alright? Can you hear me?” 


As sudden as their appearance the night before, the hooded 
person rose to stand, flinging up a shower of snow around them. 
Dani immediately stopped on his tracks, waiting for what would 
follow. 


With their back facing Dani, the hooded person stood still for a 
moment, staring over the cliff and towards the horizon. Then, 
with a single swift movement, the person flung their cloak to fly 
towards the sky, revealing their true self for prying eyes to see. 


A young woman. 


With powerful swagger - utterly dismissing the spying - the 
woman turned to align herself with the edge of the cliff, 
exposing her side profile to Dani. 


Her gently curly hair got swatted aside by the wind, uncovering 
her face fully. Her dark skin and rigid bone structure perfectly 
complemented her focused gaze. She sported sharp tattoos 
around both her eyes, further intensifying this gaze. 


She wore an orange tunic made of light fabric — clearly unsuited 
for the weather - with a long, flowing, petal-like hem. She’d 
finished up her attire with a pair of sporty-looking shorts, and — 
as Dani had noticed before — she wore no shoes whatsoever. 
Despite her clothing that was in complete odds with the biting 
cold of the mountain range - just looking at the woman gave 


Dani chills — she looked totally comfortable, calm, and in 
control. 


The woman drew a sickle along the snow with her leg - an 
elegant yet firm motion, like a passionate painter making a 
decisive brushstroke on their masterpiece. She drilled her 
posture deeper against the icy soil, her intense gaze deepening 
ever still. 


With the elegance of a bird suddenly diving out of a river, she 
kicked her right foot high up towards the sky, a fog of snow 
rising from the ground like a splash of water. She repeated the 
move with her left foot, following up with a sharp sequence of 
kicks aimed forward. She began pacing forth at a brisk pace, all 
the while mixing her stride with a complex set of winding 
punches, leaping kicks and acrobatic flips through the air. 


Dani watched on, captivated, as the woman went through her 
series of moves. It was equally a showcase of an exotic dance, 
and of impressive combat prowess. 


The exotic lady jumped high in the air and into a twirling kick 
in a motion of such grace that made Dani gasp loudly in awe. 
The way that the ends of her locks along the hem of her tunic 
spun in perfect harmony with her movements, it made her look 
like a flower gliding along the winds. 


Through the veil of powdery snow whirling around the woman, 
Dani caught a glimpse of her eyes locking with his. The sting in 
her gaze was like that of a wasp, filling Dani’s body with its 
paralyzing venom and making him unable to look away - not 
that he even wanted to. 


Her demonstration of strength and confidence, laced with a 
subtle aura of warmth, made her the most enticing sight to 
behold. 


In that moment, Dani knew he was fast falling in- 
Darkness. 


The cloak of the woman fluttered down from the skies and 
landed over Dani’s head. He quickly yanked the robe from 
covering his view. 


As previously said - before his thoughts were rudely 
interrupted — Dani was totally smitten by the exotic lady’s 
graces. 


The woman finished her dance of power by taking a deep 
cleansing breath. Although it wasn’t words, even the simple 
sound of the woman breathing held the sense of gentle elegance 
and maturity. 


Once she was finished with her workout, the exotic lady dashed 
for Dani with explosive speed. Dani’s eyes popped wide in 
disbelief; it looked almost like the woman had teleported the 
distance between them. She stopped an arm’s length away from 
Dani. She was a bit taller than him, laying her demanding gaze 
on the boy from above. 


“Who are you? What do you want?” 


She spoke with a sharp, over-pronounced note. This wasn’t her 
native language. 


Dani gave the woman an energetic wave. 


“Hello, it’s me, Dani Clement! Y’know, from yesterday. I was the 
dude who almost became tiger-chow, whom you saved from 
becoming said tiger-chow.” 


Dani offered the woman her cloak back. She folded the garment 
to rest over her arm. 


“Ah, yes. I didn’t recognize you without all the frost covering 
your face.” 


Getting a closer look at the woman’s face gave Dani a chance to 
appreciate her beauty in full. The dark hue of her skin and the 
tattoos around her eyes gave her an irresistible air of mystery. 
Although her expression when speaking to Dani was somewhat 
abrasive, or rather cool, her deep eyes had a soft, sympathetic 
gleam to them - like those of a desert chinchilla. 


Man, she is a total cutie! 


“Well, here I am once again, hehe! Thanks a ton for the last 
time.” 


“It’s quite alright. After all, I couldn’t simply let you get eaten.” 
Silence settled between the two of them for a moment. 

“So, uhm... would you tell me your name, perhaps?” 

“Nekaro, Ejrica.” 

A beautiful name for a beautiful lady! 

“Cool, cool. Pm Dani Clement.” 

“You said that already — twice in fact.” 

“So I did, hehe... sorry.” 

“Mmm, did you have anything else you needed, Mr. Clement?” 
“Uh, no, not really.” 

“Then Pl be off. Excuse me.” 


Ejrica bowed at Dani and walked past him. Acting on instinct, 
Dani caught hold of her hand. 


“Fjrica, wait!” 


The exotic lady was quick to snatch her hand free from Dani’s 
grasp. Her voice sliced with disapproval. 


“Please refrain from touching me! And who are you to address 
me so casually, Mr. Clement?” 


“S-S-Sorry! It’s just that ’ve been searching for you the whole 
day, I got flustered.” 


“You’ve... searched for me?” 


“Well, yeah. I wanted to thank you properly, since you were in 
such a hurry yesterday.” 


“I prefer to keep to myself. If you really have nothing else, then 
Pll be on my way...” 


“Wait, Ejric- Miss Nekaro! I’d like to speak to you just a bit 
longer.” 


“About what?” 
“About... well, anything really.” 


Ejrica’s head tilted slightly in confusion. A sigh shot past her lips, 
as sharp as her kicks. 


“Very well. Though I cannot fathom as to what end goal...” 


Dani couldn’t help but grin at the exotic lady. For a moment, he 
had feared he would lose her for a second time. 


“I just think you’re really interesting person, Miss Nekaro-.” 
“My family name will suffice, no Miss.” 

“Right, Nekaro.” 

Dani’s smile widened. 


“Aren’t you cold, Nekaro?” 


“Hmm? No, not really.” 
Ejrica stood firm with her cloak cradled in her arms. 


Dani himself could feel how the frost was slithering up his legs 
and through his bones, and towards the nether regions... 
Meanwhile, Ejrica wasn’t even wearing shoes! 


I guess she’s made of sterner stuff than most people — like 
platidium or something! 


“So, what’s a Serestrian doing all the way out here?” 


Before the exotic lady could inquire as to how Dani had come to 
assume her nationality, Dani tapped the corner of his right eye 
while winking slyly. 


“The tattoos gave it away. Iremember seeing pictures in history 
books back in school.” 


“Ah, I see, naturally. Pm simply traveling around, no story 
there.” 


Somehow that was hard to believe. 


The Kingdom of Serestria resided far away, at the south-western 
corner of the continent. The people of the land tended to keep 
to themselves, so it was a rarity, almost unheard of, to find 
someone from the Kingdom just sauntering outside their 
borders. 


“Traveling half across the world and into a freezing place like 
this? Come on! There’s gotta be something you’re doing here.” 


“Well, I was in the middle of my training, as you could see.” 
“That’s right...” 


Dani snapped his fingers in a goofily pronounced way. 


“I got it! You must be a martial arts expert who has come all the 
way out here to hone her skills in a harsh environment, so that 
you'll one day be the best there ever was, and leave your name 
in history! Right, right?!” 


“Uhm... yes... let’s go with that.” 


“That’s so cool, Nekaro! I knew you were a total badass from the 
moment I first saw you giving that tiger what for!” 


Ejrica raised her right eyebrow in puzzlement. 
“Bad...? Ass...? Is there something wrong with my behind?” 


“Huh? No, not at all. From where I stand your behind looks 
more than fine... I mean... It’s a figure of speech, you see. It 
means you're really tough and strong!” 


“Oh, I understand. Sorry, I was not familiar with the idiom.” 


“No, no, you’re doing fine. It’s actually quite amazing how well 
you speak our language.” 


“T had a... pedantic teacher.” 
Dani nodded his head in approval. 


“Uh-huh. Soooo... a martial arts master, well-traveled, easy on 
the eyes... people like you certainly don’t come by often.” 


“It is kind of you to praise me, Mr. Clement. However, I really 
should be going now.” 


“T get it, you must be busy with your training an’ all.” 
“Yes, excuse me.” 
Ejrica turned to leave once more. 


The mere thought of the woman parting from him made Dani’s 
heart bounce in protest. He couldn’t help himself. Ejrica Nekaro 


had stolen his heart completely. She was so cool, so stoic, so 
beautiful and mysterious, and every word she graced Dani with 
left him wanting to learn even more about her. It was the same 
as with his new set of friends, he craved to spend more time 
with them, but at the same time, there was something even 
more special about Ejrica, something that Dani had never felt 
about anyone. He couldn’t just let her disappear from his life, 
he refused to let that happen! 


Dani reached out to the exotic lady with a gleeful tone. 
“Although...” 


Ejrica glared at Dani with her desert chinchilla eyes. Her 
patience with the boy was clearly running thin. 


“Yes...?” 


“I was thinking that it would be really awesome-tastic if I could 
introduce you to my friends.” 


“Awesome-tastic?” 


“You know, awesome and fantastic, together. When one 
adjective just doesn’t cut it!” 


“Makes sense...” 
Ejrica’s expression told that she was really hankering to leave. 
“Look, I appreciate the offer...” 


“Just for a little while, pleeeeeease! I know my friends would 
love to meet you.” 


“Are they badasses as well?” 


The jokey smile Ejrica delivered along her quip left Dani 
swooning. Now he was absolutely sure — Ejrica’s curvy lips were 
the icing on the cake, the cherry on top, all that - she was 


definitely the most beautiful creature Dani had ever laid his 
eyes on. 


Life truly is good to me sometimes... 
“Yea, you could say that. So? So? You'll come, right?” 


Ejrica kept staring at Dani’s begging expression. A tiny sigh from 
the exotic lady made Dani twitch from joy; he knew what Ejrica 
was going to say. 


“Fine, I guess I can spare some time. Just for a little while, 
though.” 


“Yes! Totally sweet!” 


Dani bounced to Ejrica’s side while giving her the most spirited 
of smiles. 


“Thanks, Nekaro.” 
“,.. You are one eccentric person, Mr. Clement.” 


“Thanks. Oh, and just plain Dantis fine. Mr. Clement was my dad 
— makes me feel old.” 


“If you insist, Dani.” 


There was a nice ring to the way Ejrica uttered the boy’s name, 
giving him a warm and fuzzy feeling inside. 


The duo began walking back to Powderberg along Dani’s tracks 
in the snow. 


“Now, [ll have to pick an awesome nickname for you, Ejrica. 
How about... Erja? Nah... Flying-E? Nope... Hmm... Oh, I got it! 
How about—” 


Ejrica stopped like she’d hit an invisible wall. 


“Dani. You will address me as Nekaro, got it?” 


The upset way in which Ejrica voiced her demand spoke of a 
sentiment not easily bended. She would not waver on this. 


“Sorry, Nekaro... I didn’t mean to be disrespectful.” 


Ejrica gave Dani a gentle smile and bowed with gratitude. She 
was Clearly relieved. 


“It is quite alright. I simply have customs to uphold, you must 
understand.” 


“I totally get you. It doesn’t really matter what I call you anyway, 
you'll still be you.” 


“I... I guess I will...” 
The duo walked side by side through the gentle snowfall. 


Throughout their trek, Dani kept taking peeks at the enigmatic 
beauty, frequently enough that he was afraid Ejrica would soon 
think of him as a total creep. He couldn’t help himself; life had 
brought upon him a once in a lifetime meeting, he’d be damned 
before letting Ejrica simply slip through his fingers. 


Although Dani didn’t know what he should say to Ejrica so that 
his true feelings would resonate with her, right now, the 
common stride the two of them shared was enough for him. 


I guess the nickname is going to stay my secret for a while. As it 
is only in my heart, it doesn’t matter if it’s a tad on the longer side: 


‘Flower Blooming Through the Snow’. 


VERSE #15: BLACKOUT 


The spherical chandelier at Snow Top Inn’s dining room 
flickered as Kalila paced through the second floor corridor, 
doing some basic tidying up. 


Zeriah was sitting at the tavern, at the group’s usual corner 
table, enjoying a cup of piping-hot blackcurrant juice. The 
serenity and warmth of the small inn truly reminded Zeriah of 
his hometown, a piece of concentrated nostalgia. While thinking 
over it, a slicing pain hit Zeriah’s chest, for he knew that the way 
things currently stood, the serenity of the inn was a sham held 
up by him and his friends. 


Kalila had been more than exemplary hostess: honest, kind and 
gleeful. Keeping such a sweet woman in the dark about the 
troubles surrounding her husband felt sickening. Yet, to keep 
things from escalating any further, it was a necessary evil at the 
moment. 


I can only imagine the amount of hurt Miste must’ve gone 
through. She hates lying above all else, or rather she’s absolutely 
incapable of lying. 


Zeriah took a sip of his warm juice. He glanced up at the ceiling 
emitting soft squeaks as the innkeeper minced up and down the 
corridor above. 


I’m sorry Kalila, but I can’t make myself forgive Roger. What he 
almost did to Miste... 


Zeriah shook his head in disgust. He couldn’t go down such a 
train of thought. Imagining a world where Miste didn’t exist 
would make his hand itch for his sword too badly — he might do 
something reckless. 


Besides, Reiram and Samsara would surely handle everything. 
Honestly, I'd like to be there myself to get some payback. 


As if fate itself was mocking Zeriah, an invitation to action came 
to him from above, once the night began turning towards its 
twist for the worse... 


Suddenly, the light from the chandelier died out, swallowing the 
tavern into darkness. A quick glimpse over his shoulder 
revealed to Zeriah that all of the other lamps of the inn had 
croaked out in unison. 


A power outage? 


He fumbled his way through the dark and for the front door of 
the inn. 


As Zeriah stepped outside he was immediately hit with the 
realization that something was wrong. All the lights from the 
buildings had gone out. The entirety of Powderberg had been 
veiled inside a cloak of the blackest night. Moreover, a flake of 
snow fluttered down right in front of Zeriah’s eyes, quickly 
followed by a shower of its ilk. The air began to cool at an 
alarmingly rapid rate; the city-wide heating system must’ve also 
died out. 


I don’t like this — the timing is too perfect. 


With instinct pulling his legs, Zeriah started running towards 
the main building of Muspell Industries. He took out the radio 
he’d gotten from Samsara, and called for Miste. 


“Miste?! Where are you? Is everything alright?” 


The voice responding to Zeriah wasn’t the girl he’d tried to 
reach, but instead Reiram. 


“Its me.” 


Ah! That’s right, Reiram took Miste’s radio when he left the inn 
earlier. 


“Reiram, what’s going on? The whole city’s gone dark.” 
“Not all of it.” 
“What?” 


“Pm outside Muspell Industries. The lights went out for a 
second, but kicked back up soon after. There must be a private 
backup generator in the building.” 


“Okay, that’s good.” 


“That’s not all. The building’s security system kicked in. The 
entrance is locked with steel barricades. There’s no way in or 
out.” 


Zeriah didn’t know which hit him harder, the cold that was 
seeping into his bones from the freezing air, or the icy knife 
turning in his chest upon grasping the true gravity of the 
situation. 


This is bad, something is going on. 


“Miste went back to visit the building... she... she might still be 
inside!” 


“Why on earth did you let her do something like that, at a time 
like this!?” 


“Yeah, yeah, scold me later, right now we got to do something. 
All of this is too big of a coincidence.” 


“Agreed.” 


“Is there really no way inside?” 


A metallic clang sounded through the radio as Reiram gave the 
steel barricade a tap. 


“Pm afraid so.” 
“Damn it!” 


Time was of the essence. Who knew what horrors were about 
to go down, and Miste was most likely right in the middle of it. 
With no way to reach her or to make sure she was safe, Zeriah 
felt his heart getting slit open in anguish. 


He stopped running as his will got sapped away. 


The hell do I do... Miste needs me... and once again I can’t do 
shit...! No, do not go there, that doesn’t help anyone... just think... 
think... 


Zeriah squashed his radio inside his palm. Maybe venting his 
anger would clear his mind and allow a solution to bubble forth. 


No such revelation came. 
Zeriah slammed his fist against the alley wall. 
“Damn it all!!” 


Through his palm holding the radio came the muffled voice of 
Samsara. 


“Zeriah? Reiram? Come in.” 


Reiram responded first on his own end, describing the situation 
over at Muspell Industries to the lady knight. 


“Where are you, little Sammy?” 


“Still at the mines. No sign of Roger as of yet. I’m afraid his target 
might not be the mines, but rather something else, something 
over at the company headquarters.” 


“Pm thinking the same. With his powers, it’s likely he has the 
building’s security system under his control. He’ll be able to 
keep anyone unwanted out.” 


Zeriah cursed the whole situation to the deepest depths of 
oblivion. Simply speculating wouldn’t do any good if they were 
unable to stop Roger. 


There must be some way... something we’re not considering... 
wait... there is! 


Zeriah dashed back into running. 
“Samsara! Reiram! I know a way inside!” 
“What?! How?” 


“There’s a secret passage to the building at the mines. We saw 
Rio using it earlier.” 


“Where is it?” 

“TIl come to the mines and show you. Reiram, meet me there.” 
“Understood.” 

Samsara’s stern voice boomed from the radio. 


“Absolutely not! You will simply tell us where this passage is 
and leave the rest to us. Iam not risking the life of a civilian.” 


“Samsara, please, I~” 
Reiram cut in sharply. There was a chuckling note in his voice. 


“Don’t bother, little Sammy. His girlfriend needs him. You can’t 
talk him out of this.” 


Samsara was quiet for a moment. The short while felt like 
someone stretching a rubber band... said band being Zeriah’s 
hopes. 


With a heavy sigh, the lady knight gave her answer: 
“Very well. Both of you hurry over.” 

“Thanks Samsara!” 

...And thank you Reiram. 


Zeriah doubled his pace towards the mines. While dashing 
through the city, he tried paging for Dani’s radio, receiving only 
static buzzing from his end. 


Dani said he was going to search for that hooded mystery person 
of his. Where could he be? I hope he’s alright? 


* k OK 


Zeriah and Reiram reached the mines at the same time. The two 
of them descended to the lower floors where Samsara was 
waiting. The lady knight was in the middle of calming down 
some of the workforce who were confused about the sudden 
blackout. 


“Everyone, stay put, it could be dangerous to wander off until 
we get the situation under control. Me and my companions will 
get to the heart of things, I assure you.” 


Samsara’s naturally commanding presence seemed effective; 
the crowd was filled with agreeing nods. 


She seemed almost giddy to finally see Zeriah and Reiram 
arriving, in her own stoic sort of way. 


“Good, you are here. Now, lead the way, Zeriah.” 


Zeriah brought the trio to the cavern where he and Miste had 
witnessed Rio’s little vanishing act earlier. Zeriah scanned the 
wall by tapping it with his sword. A hollow cling echoed from 
the stone, revealing the spot he was looking for. 


“This is the place! Although, I don’t know how to get it open.” 
Reiram slid his hand over the rugged wall. 
“There could be a switch somewhere...” 


Samsara drew her katana and motioned her companions to step 
away from the wall. 


“T’ll take care of this.” 


The lady knight’s weapon lit up in a blaze of white fire. With a 
single heavy thrust, she sunk her blade inside the stone wall. 
The sword cut through the solid mass of rock like it was a block 
of melting butter. 


With a couple of moans backing her, the lady knight carved a 
circle into the wall with her superheated sword. After that, she 
gave the wall a firm kick, and the circular chunk fell down with 
a mighty thump. 


“There!” 


The hole led into a narrow corridor, coated entirely with plates 
of steel. The door — most of which was now lying on the floor of 
the corridor — turned out to be just a tad larger than the 
makeshift entrance that Samsara had made. The rocks outside 
had been planted on a motorized steel panel to hide the path. 


The trio began following the route leading forward, hoping to 
reach the main building of Muspell Industries before it’d be too 
late... 


* k k 


On the topmost floor of Muspel Industries, in an untidy office 
carpeted with tools, electronic components and schematics — 
Sur Muspell was sitting at his desk, flipping through pages upon 


pages of status reports from the various departments of the 
company. 


This was honestly something he didn’t care about all that much. 
Sur had always been convinced that the numerous branch 
leaders knew what they were doing, even without him 
breathing down their necks. He would much rather be wracking 
his mind over some new gadget of his own. 


The break from his routines that day — a genuine chance to 
simply kick back and discuss with someone as passionate about 
alax-tech as himself — that had come in the form of Miste, had 
been a true treat for the man. 


Alas, Sur knew that he had his part to play as the head of the 
company, as well as upholding the legacy of his father, so he 
couldn’t be selfish. Each person in the company had their role, 
all important, each of them doing their best to keep everything 
running smoothly. Boss or not, Sur himself didn’t have the right 
to slide from his responsibilities. And yet, the feeling of not 
being truly fulfilled gnawed at him each day. 


There was also the matter of his brother, Clint, going on his own 
and buying out alaxdrite mines all over the northern province 
of Zirinia. The company had more than plenty of ore already. 
For what end would Clint feel the need to gather more 
resources? This was a mystery to Sur. 


Indeed, Sur’s thoughts resided everywhere else except his 
duties. 


The lights of the office suddenly died out, startling the man. 


After a few seconds of darkness, the lamps came alive anew. 
Alongside the usual white light, each lamp now emitted a 


distinct blue hue from a ring carved around the shaders; an 
indicator that the building’s backup generator had kicked in. 


Is there something wrong with the main power source? All the 
power in the city is routed through the generator on the basement 
floor. The crucial buildings have their own backup power, but the 
rest of the folks must be stumbling in the dark right now! 


Sur was just about to get up and have a look at the situation 
when a barrage of metallic thumps resounded from the depths 
of the building. In addition to whatever the problem was with 
the generator, the building’s security systems had also initiated; 
the noise came from a series of steel barriers slamming down 
from the ceiling to shut off certain key parts of the building. 


What is going on?! 


Sur decided that the best course of action was to stay put for the 
time being. 


He was given only a brief while to ponder what trouble might 
be brewing before his office door flung open. Unannounced, 
Clint walked into the room, followed by Rio, and curiously, 
Roger. 


“Hello, brother.” 


Clint walked through the room, snaking past the chaotic mess of 
equipment littering the floor. As he nearly tripped on a 
screwdriver, a flash of disgust flared on his face. Being more of 
a systematic man, Clint was understandably agitated by Sur’s 
carefree ways. 


Clint seldom visited Sur in his office, he rarely had the time. 
Admittedly, Clint was the harder worker of the two brothers. 
Sur had always pictured his younger brother as the opposite 


side of the same coin, complementing him in many ways. In his 
eyes, their father’s decision to have the two brothers inherit the 
company as equals had been the right call. Ideally, Sur would 
see himself one day stepping aside to simply conduct research 
and innovate, and have Clint take over as the paper pusher. 


Clint took a seat across the desk. Rio remained by the entrance 
and closed the door. Roger settled to lean against the wall, next 
to the chalkboard where Sur had drawn a schematic of Miste’s 
gauntlet earlier. 


The shared silence hovering over the trio of arrivals felt eerie; 
maybe something truly horrible was going on outside. 


“What’s the matter, Clint? Why’s the security system active?” 
“Never you mind that, everything is under control.” 


Sur felt no need to debate Clint. If he said that all was fine, then 
it must’ve been so. However, this trust began to waver after a 
while, as Clint simply remained in his seat, staring at him, 
almost like taking a last look at an old beloved pet before laying 
it into its final slumber. 


“Wh-What is going on...?” 
“This is a goodbye, brother.” 
“Goodbye? How? Who’s going and where?” 


The icy blue in Clint’s eyes was deeper than Sur had ever seen. 
Clint’s entire expression matched his freezing stare perfectly. 
Usually, he would either wear a conceited smirk or a heavy 
frown, clearly and harshly explaining just what he was 
thinking. Right now, the face he had adopted told no emotion, it 
could’ve been called the essence of emptiness. 


“We are both going places, brother. Just in different directions. 
One of us will ascend the steps of glory, and the other will 
tumble towards the eternal abyss.” 


“What on earth are you talking about!?” 


Clint snapped his fingers, a signal intended for Rio. The poor girl 
had always given her all to Clint, yet his demeanor towards her 
was the same as one would treat a dog. 


“Yes, Master Kazer.” 


Rio took out a pocket radio used by the company’s security force 
for their private communication. 


“All units, this is Rio speaking. We have confirmation that Roger 
Jolovia is the terrorist we’ve been alerted of. He’s been sighted 
and confirmed to be currently in the building. Keep guard over 
floors #21 and down, I’ll have the top floor secured. All 
individuals trying to enter the building are to be executed on 
sight. I repeat — executed on sight. It matters not who they are, 
we don’t know who else is involved in this attack. This is a direct 
order from Master Kazer. Over.” 


There was an echo of various affirmatives from the different 
squads currently in the building. After the chatter died out, Rio 
hid away her radio. 


“It is done, Master Kazer.” 
Clint responded to Rio’s report with a wave of his hand. 
“You understand now, brother?” 


Sur’s gaze shot between Clint and Roger. The mechanic had yet 
to utter a word, keeping his eyes nailed on the floor of the office. 
His breathing was noticeably deep and methodical; he was 
trying to keep himself composed. 


“Is it true what Rio said, Roger? Are you that villain—” 


Clint interrupted Sur midsentence, coming off as him at his 
purest: snappy and condescending. 


“Yes, he is, stop wasting time! Honestly, I was expecting you’d 
catch on quicker.” 


“And you're part of this too, Clint?” 
Clint’s lips curled into a snarky smile. 
“Hah! Well, obviously.” 


Sur couldn’t fathom how this could’ve come to be. He knew 
Roger well, and he was no villain. There must’ve been some 
logical reason for all of this. Sur tried to reach out to the 
mechanic. 


“Why would you do those things, Roger?” 
Clint snapped his fingers repeatedly in front of Sur’s gaze. 


“Hey, hey, eyes over here! He’s a pawn, nothing more. He’s 
doing everything because I told him to do so.” 


It took all of Sur’s self-control to keep himself from imploding 
completely. He never imagined that his brother could be behind 
such atrocities, even going so far as to lure Roger as his 
accomplice. Clint was a harsh person, cold and calculative, and 
yet, Sur was crushed to learn that someone he cared for, and 
loved as a brother, could turn out like this. 


“So, it has been you pulling the strings all this time? Having 
Roger wreak havoc across Zirinia, while you swoop in to reap 
the benefits in the wake of destruction?” 


“Yes. Pm glad we’re finally on the same page.” 


“And now you’ve come here to rub it in my face. Why?” 


“Ah yes, well, that is because the havoc we’ve wrought and the 
benefits I’ve reaped are simply an appetizer for what I’m 
planning to accomplish. But before that, I need to do a bit of 
spring cleaning.” 


“And I’m the trash?” 
“Now this I like; you catch on so well. Well done, brother.” 
Sur felt woozy. 


This has to be a dream... Yes, that’s it! I must’ve nodded off over 
my desk and I’m just hallucinating all of this! 


He gave himself a fierce slap across his fuzzy cheek. 


Through the stinging pain on his skin, Sur realized that all of 
this was real. Clint was still sitting across from him, Roger was 
still the elusive villain whom Captain Talmond was chasing, and 
his own existence was still expected to come to an end sometime 
soon. 


Clint’s face erupted into an explosive chortle. 
“Hahaha! Don’t go all mental, brother.” 

“Tch, you mean like you have?” 

Clint waved his hand dismissively. 

“Say what you will.” 


“You know, Clint, if it’s the company you want, I would’ve gladly 
stepped aside.” 


“Ah! You’re under the impression that this is simply about 
money, don’t you? Oh, no, no, no, no, I’m not that petty. Truly, it 
hurts that you would think of me as such a trivial man.” 


“Then what for?” 


“Control.” 


Clint dropped the word with ghastly ice. His smile morphed 
sharper. 


“You see, brother, what we have here - this company, our 
resources, alax-tech itself — it is merely the tip of the iceberg of 
what technology will become one day. And as it grows, we need 
someone to hold the reigns, someone who’ll amass such might 
to himself that none can oppose him. If we leave technology to 
simply grow and develop as it sees fit, one day, true chaos will 
brew, something entirely out of anyone’s control. This is my step 
to prevent such a thing from happening, dear brother.” 


It was amazing how someone could utterly rob a word such as 
dear from all its meaning. 


“Contrary to what you may think of me, I’m not doing this out 
of spite. I’m only following the path I see as the right one. I want 
to ensure the world as a place I truly want to live in — not just in 
the present, but ten, twenty, thirty years from now.” 


“And the suffering and murder is simply means to an end?” 


“Would you have agreed on my vision had I shared it with you, 
brother? Be honest.” 
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“Thank you. It was all coming to this eventually — it’s just faster 
and simpler this way.” 


Sur slumped against his chair. There was nothing for him to do. 
If Clint had meditated his actions this far, there was nothing Sur 
could do to stop him. All he could do was to ponder at what point 
in time had his brother fallen this deep. 


“If you’re going to get rid of me, then just do it.” 


“No fighting back? No desperate attempts to escape?” 
“T have naught I could do.” 
“You always were the timid type, brother.” 


Clint rose from his chair, laying a meaningless smile to hang 
above Sur. 


“Sorry to disappoint you, but your demise is on a set schedule. 
You'll have to wait a while longer.” 


Clint turned for the door. 


“What!? All that talk and then you'll just leave? You’re forcing 
Roger to do your dirty work, is that it? Do it yourself, you 
coward!” 


“Petty insults mean nothing to me. I promise that the end will 
come before you know it. Hahaha! You know, you’re being quite 
selfish, for it is not only your looming demise we’re looking at 
here...” 


“Wh-What do you mean!?” 


“I said Pd do some spring cleaning. Pll have to leave all loose 
ends neatly tied up. Or blown into oblivion...” 


Clint aimed an icy look at Roger, all the while wearing his smile 
of deceit. The hardy frame of the mechanic shuddered under 
Clint’s glare. 


Sur reached out to Roger, pleading. 


“Roger, please! Whatever Clint says... you do not have to listen 
to him!” 


“Save your breath, brother. He has listened, and he has listened 
well. He knows his place.” 


“Why? Why are you doing this...?” 


Sur could see from Roger’s somber eyes that this was something 
he was forced to do. But what kind of leverage could Clint have 
over him to make him bend to such horrendous acts? Sur didn’t 
have to mull the answer too long; only one thing meant this 
much to Roger. 


“It’s your family, isn’t it?” 


This time Roger spoke, his voice quivering like a plate of slender 
metal. 


“Please, don’t make this any harder...” 


Sur was at once on the verge of tearing up over Roger’s woe, and 
ready to rip Clint to shreds for what he was doing to him. 


“You snake! Why do you have to get innocent people mixed up 
in this, Clint? How can you care so little? I wonder what mother 
and father would say, should they see you now!” 


In that moment, Clint’s gaze wasn’t simply icy — he himself, his 
whole being became the essence of frost, a raging blizzard. He 
rushed for Sur’s desk and slammed his palm down with such 
fervor as to leave a dent on the wooden surface. 


“You do not speak of mother like she was equal to you or father!! 
She was greater than either of you could ever imagine... And all 
you two did was shun her... You didn’t care!!” 


“Is that where you’ve got your head filled with all that 
ridiculous tripe that you spew? From her? She was not right-” 


“She was absolutely right!! She was brilliant!! But in the end... 
she was soft...” 


Clint brushed his hand twitchily through his hair, slicking back 
a lock that had fallen to droop on his face. 


“Mother wasn’t brave enough to follow through with her ideals. 
That is why J am the strongest of us all. ...For what good are 
ideals, and dreams, if you’re not willing to make them become 
reality?” 


Clint marched for the office door. Rio swiftly opened the door 
for her master. 


“Farewell, brother.” 


Without glancing back, Clint left the office, with Rio following 
behind him. 


As the door swung shut, Sur felt everything that he thought he 
knew crumbling under his feet. 


VERSE #16: TRUST 


“And there I was, aiming my bow for the neck of the aurora 
wolf, and then, who should swoop in but Rei-Rei, perfect timing 
if I ever saw one. I tell ya, he just zooms in between the wolf and 
Big-Z, throws down his arms, and gets the beast to cool its 
temper by simply staring it down!” 


Dani had been sharing a nonstop stream of retellings about his 
recent adventures to Ejrica. Time had simply flown past; the 
pair would soon reach Powderberg. 


The exotic beauty had listened to Dani’s ramblings with great 
interest. The subdued smile on her lips only added fuel to Dani’s 
fire; his storytelling had steadily grown more and more rapid 
and gushing. 


“I think you and Rei-Rei will get along nicely, Nekaro. He’s quiet, 
and prefers to keep to himself, but underneath he’s a caring guy, 
just like you... y know, except for the guy -part.” 


“You hold such a strong bond with your friends. How long have 
you known each other?” 


“Lessee... about a week now, I guess.” 


“Wha-! You... you make friends fast, don’t you?” 


“It’s easy when you’re surrounded by swell people. Lucky guy, 
that’s what I am!” 


Ejrica sank into thought for a while. 
“... Your friends sound interesting, Dani.” 


“You don’t know the half of it yet — they’re all awesome! I can’t 
remember the last time I’ve had this much fun on a mission.” 


“Mission?” 


“Yeah, from Hex Nova, didn’t I tell ya? Me and Rei-Rei, we’re 
both certified Adventurers.” 


Dani brought out his tri-hex-insignia from within his jacket. 
“See? A real honest-to-earth Adventurer emblem! Pretty cool, 
ain’t it?” 

“Impressive. I didn’t imagine you for the type to qualify.” 
“Uuf...! You don’t hold back your words, do you now, Nekaro?” 


“Apologies. It’s not like I thought it would be entirely impossible 
for someone so scrawny and boyish as you to become an 
Adventurer.” 


Dani’s shoulders almost dropped from their sockets as he 
slumped in despair. 


Did she really have to put it like that... sob... 


The scrawny boy made an effort to stand up straight and look as 
triumphant as possible. 


“You can bet your butt I’m an Adventurer! You should see me in 
my prime! I don’t like to brag, but I can shoot like no other!” 


“I do not doubt it, Dani. All that I’ve ever heard about the Guild 
of Adventurers simply gave me the impression that they’d be a 
bit more... rugged bunch. How old are you exactly?” 


“Nineteen.” 


Ejrica’s eyes widened, although she was quick to cover up her 
surprise. 


“The same age as me...” 
“What’s that?” 


“You’re older than I expected. It was my firm belief that you 
couldn’t possibly be older than fourteen... and that was me 
being generous.” 


Ejrica kept shooting arrow after arrow at Dani’s self-confidence. 
She thought I’m just a kid! Crap! 
“Looks can be deceiving, y’know.” 


“Yes, you're a living proof of that, Dani. Forgive me, I’m sure that 
you're an excellent Adventurer.” 


And now she’s condescending me!! Double crap!! 


Dani had hoped that Ejrica’s impression of him would be a bit 
more favorable. How was he supposed to swoon such an 
impressive, mature, elegant powerhouse as Ejrica if she thought 
of him as a juvenile child?! 


Just then, a strange fact hit Dani. He noticed that it was eerily 
dark, considering how close to the city they were getting. Acting 
upon his curiosity, Dani rushed up the rest of the slope they’d 
been traversing. On top of the climb, the city of Powderberg 
came to view, or at least its murky silhouette rising from the 
horizon. All the lights of the city had gone out. 


“I wonder what’s up with that...” 

Ejrica arrived atop the hill behind Dani. 

“Is something the matter?” 

“The city’s gone all nighty-night. Don’t know why.” 


Dani pulled out his radio — given to him by Samsara - and tried 
paging for the rest of the gang. There came nothing but static as 
response. 


“I guess we’re too far.” 


The suddenly darkened city looming in the horizon gave Dania 
creeping feeling in his chest, like a spider prancing all around 
his heart. 


“Sorry to ask this, Ejrica, but would you mind running with me 
the rest of the way?” 


“Me? Mind running?” 


Ejrica stomped her right foot on the ground. The field of snow 
responded with a gush of powdery ice. 


“Clearly you weren’t paying attention earlier, Dani.” 


The exotic lady launched to speed through the snowfield. Dani 
followed her example. Adding to Dani’s cruel awakening as to 
his standing with Ejrica, the lady was forced to slow down her 
pace to allow Dani to keep up. 


* k k 


As soon as the pair reached the city limit, Dani took out his radio 
once more. 


“Big-Z? Mystic-M? Sam-Yam? Anyone?” 


After a moment of static buzzing from the transceiver, Zeriah’s 
voice broke through. 


“Dani!? Where the hell have you been?” 


“I was searching for that mystery person outside the city, and 
guess what, I found her! I can’t wait for you guys to meet—” 


“We got a situation! We think Roger is making his move. He’s 
targeting the headquarters of Muspell Industries.” 


“But didn’t Sam-Yam tell us to-” 


“Miste has gone missing! And the building’s gone under lock 
down! Reiram, Samsara and J are taking a detour to the building 
from the mines!” 


“Mystic-M is missing?! Pll be there soon, Big-Z, don’t worry!” 


“It’s going to take a while for you to reach us, and we don’t have 
time to wait. We’ll do all we can on our own, Dani.” 


“Ah... yea... right. Good luck, you guys.” 


As the call ended, Dani dropped his hand with the radio to droop 
down. His eyes followed suit, firmly planting his gaze on the city 
street, where the falling snow was beginning to cover the black 
asphalt with a coat of white. 


Why now!? This ts the worst timing ever! I should’ve been there! 
What the hell kind of friend am I...!? 


Ejrica bent down in search of Dani’s gaze. 
“That sounded serious. Are your friends okay?” 


Hearing Ejrica’s voice snapped Dani out of his daze. 


Serious with a capital-S! I don’t have time to wallow about where 
I should have been — I should be thinking about where I’m going 
to be! It’s time to act! 


Dani turned to meet Ejrica’s eyes. As the boy saw his reflection 
shining from Ejrica’s deep and dark gaze, he was nearly 
frightened by his own expression. He rarely looked this serious. 


Dani saw from Ejrica’s face that she noticed it too. The shiver 
washing over her was like a visible portrayal of her heart 
skipping a beat. 


“Nekaro...” 
“Yes?” 


“I don’t have time to explain everything, but my friends are in 
danger and I have to help them.” 


“Yes.” 


“And I feel that I can’t do this on my own, or at least I require all 
the help I can get.” 


“Yes...?” 
“So; 1...” 


Dani bowed the deepest bow that anyone had ever bowed in the 
history of bowing. 


“Please, Nekaro, help me to help my friends! I know it’s un-cool 
of me to drag you into this, but I have to do everything I can! 
They are my friends, and I love them very much! That’s why... 
that’s why...” 


Ejrica dropped her hands on Dani’s shoulders. 


“PII help.” 


Dani lifted his face to find the woman staring at him gallantly. 


“You share such a deep connection with your friends, even 
though you’ve only known for such a brief while...” 


Ejrica released her grip abruptly and backed away shyly. She 
hid her hands behind her back while looking away, 
embarrassed. 


“I can’t just ignore your blight.” 


Dani felt his heart swelling wildly. Ejrica Nekaro — she was truly 
a one of a kind lady! 


“Thank you, Nekaro!” 
“So, What do we do?” 
“No idea.” 
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“But I know the first thing we need to do is get to Muspell 
Industries.” 


Dani hurried down the street and towards the depths of the city. 
“T’ll think of something on the way there!” 
“I certainly hope you will.” 


Ejrica joined Dani to run beside him. Together, the two of them 
dashed forth as fast as their legs could carry them. 
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The underground corridor came to a stop inside a small 
chamber, branching out into several new corridors; the 
network of tunnels probably extended throughout the entire 
city. Middle of the room, there was a set of ladders heading up, 
helpfully labeled as Main Building Maintenance. 


“This must be it, let’s go!” 


Zeriah took the lead climbing the ladders, followed by Samsara. 
Reiram remained down in the room till the two had gotten 
safely to the top. The man himself leapt up the entire length of 
the ladders — several meters — with two mighty pushes from his 
legs. Zeriah couldn’t fathom how Reiram had come to be so 
agile, not to mention powerful. 


The trio found themselves inside another chamber. The walls 
were covered with thick wires slithering towards a single new 
corridor, like blood vessels inside one’s arm. The trio headed 
through the corridor. The path slinked past a number of similar 
rooms and passages, leading deeper and higher inside the 
building, all the while remaining hidden within the walls. 


Throughout their trek, Zeriah kept pondering what Roger could 
be trying to accomplish. Not that Zeriah truly cared — he’d see 
the man rotting in jail for his crimes — but understanding his 
motives could help the trio locate and catch him. 


More importantly, Zeriah wanted to find Miste as soon as 
possible. She could be anywhere in the building. In the worst 
case scenario, the trio had already marched past her while 
moving inside the building’s service tunnels. She was all alone... 
well, not quite, for she had Yggdrazil with her... though that 
didn’t shed Zeriah’s worry. 


Naturally, if Zeriah knew exactly what to do and where to go, 
he’d do so right away. The worst thing was uncertainty; it drove 
him insane. 


Amidst his aimless thoughts, Zeriah kept firmly holding on to 
the hope that he and Miste would see this through together. He 


was sure of it. He couldn’t allow himself to be anything less than 
sure. 


Samsara stopped next to a small hatch in the wall. 


“Let’s make our entrance here. Maybe we can get some help 
from the security force. They should be patrolling the building.” 


“Fine by me.” 
“Agreed.” 


The trio emerged through the hatch, into a room with a low- 
hanging ceiling and bulky pipes bolted onto the walls, and a 
door waiting for them at the far end. 


Past the door, the full magnificence of the building revealed 
itself for the trio. They were currently up on the fifth floor, ina 
hallway of dark marble with a railing right in front of them. 
Over the railing, there opened a view down to the lobby of the 
building. Looking down at the ground floor, where a bronze 
statue depicting a large hand greeted the visitors, and 
conversely, gazing all the way up towards the seemingly endless 
number of floors stacking above them, really painted a picture 
of the sheer size of the building. The inside of Muspell Industries 
was just as impressive as its imposing front would suggest. 


One could easily imagine the hallways to be filled with busy 
people, hurrying from meeting to meeting, greeting colleagues, 
sharing research notes, suitcases nudging against another as 
people passed by in the tightly packed crowd. 


Presently, however, the place was devoid of any such 
encounters. It was ghostly quiet. The creeping scene was only 
made worse by the manner in which the hallways’ many, many 
alax-tech chandeliers were turned dim by the coming of 


evening. Adding to this were strange blinking rings around each 
of the main lamps, and their hue of cool-blue, breathing a sense 
of eerie frigidness across the entirety of the building. 


“No sign of Miste yet, or Roger for that matter.” 
“To be fair, we just arrived. Itd be foolish to expect such luck.” 
Reiram began leading the trio down the hallway. 


“...We won’t find either of them by standing here.” 
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The tour through the building went along a fixed path. Upon the 
security system activating, many sections of the building had 
been cut off-limits by heavy barricades of steel. There was really 
no route to take except one, funneling the trio towards an 
unknown destination. 


Several footsteps echoed from ahead, giving Zeriah a surge of 
hopefulness. They were most likely people from the company’s 
private security force. Perhaps they’d seen Miste, or knew what 
Roger was up to. 


Zeriah hurried onward as the steps grew closer. 


The clapping of boots against marble came to an abrupt stop just 
as the trio of infiltrators were about to make a sharp turn to a 
hallway on the left. The people beyond the corner were waiting 
for them. Zeriah was the first one to step into view. At the end 
of the hallway, he saw three men clad in white uniforms 
standing shoulder to shoulder. 


All three of them aimed their rifles at Zeriah. 


A hand clutched Zeriah’s shoulder and pulled him back behind 
the corner in a wide arc, ending with him slamming against the 


wall. In the same instant, a burst of gunshots split the air. The 
crackling echo spiraled through the hallway for several 
seconds. 


Once Zeriah regained his bearings, he found himself held 
against the wall by Reiram. This was yet another incident where 
Zeriah owed the man his life. Reiram’s grip on him was 
overbearing; the man was making absolutely sure that Zeriah 
wouldn’t move a muscle. 


“You okay?” 
“Pm fine, thanks.” 


Reiram loosened his grip on Zeriah. The boy felt spiking 
numbness on his shoulders after being crushed by Reiram. 


But why?! Why are they attacking us? Do they think we’re in 
cahoots with Roger or something? 


Next to Reiram, Samsara was standing in a bouncy stance. 
Similar to Zeriah narrowly escaping death, the lady knight had 
leapt backwards from the way of the gunshots. She was wearing 
her usual stern face, the same ironclad poise Zeriah had come 
to expect from her. Amidst that, however, there was also 
something else. Her eyes looked darker, like all the light hitting 
her iris was being sucked into the depths of a bottomless abyss. 


“What a warm welcome...” 


Samsara drew her katana with a slow, articulated motion. She 
held the gleaming blade past the corner. She peered for the 
white-clad assailants through the reflection on the metal. 


“I am Captain Samsara Talmond of the Knights of Minerva! 
Stand down, we are not your enemies! We have come to assist 
in the capture of Roger Jolovia!” 


Samsara’s stoic voice was met with silence. 


A series of metallic clicks rang from behind the corner - the 
sound of firearms being reloaded. 


“Oh, I see how it is... Very well then, my trigger-happy prey.” 


The katana in Samsara’s hand flared into its superheated state. 
The blinding white flash emitting from the blade drowned the 
lady knight’s face in fire. Amidst the scorch, Samsara’s 
expression was taken over by a fierce curl of a smile. 


Zeriah’s soul blazed upon seeing this amount of gusto surging 
from Samsara. She was about to take the whole group of 
enemies by herself, and not only take them, but utterly destroy 
them! Zeriah wanted to watch her in action. 


Samsara dashed past the corner and down the hallway to meet 
her foes. 


Without thinking further, Zeriah leapt past the corner to watch 
the lady knight’s receding back. She was incredibly fast; she’d 
already reached the end of the hallway where the trio of men 
stood. 


The white-clad men clearly hadn’t expected such a daring move 
from their opponent, and as such, they had no chance to react 
fully. Two of them aimed their rifles haphazardly for the lady 
knight speeding towards them, while the third one bounced 
backwards. 


With a single swipe of her superheated katana, Samsara sliced 
the rifles of the two front men in half. The lady knight’s red coat 
fluttered along her flurry of motions, too fast to follow. Within 
a split second, the two men were left decked on the floor: one of 


them got smacked in the face by the hilt of Samsara’s katana, 
and the other one received a sharp kick to the chin. 


Samsara dashed past her fallen foes and towards her remaining 
prey. 

The third man realized that he wouldn’t have time to take the 
shot, and so dropped his firearm, instead drawing a metal baton 
from his waist, swinging it to catch the gleaming hot katana. 
This was of course a null effort. The superheated blade cut 
through the baton without struggle, leaving the man with a 
weapon now resembling a metallic toothpick. 


The man was about to retreat, but — as it should’ve already 
become clear — none could escape the pure, crushing combat- 
might that was Samsara Talmond. 


The lady knight swept the man off his feet with a kick aimed at 
his ankles. The white-clad security officer came crashing down 
face first, letting out a crunchy groan. 


Samsara caught the man by his collar and yanked him up on his 
knees. The man’s face was drenched in red, matching the hue of 
Samsara’s striking uniform. 


“For your sake, I suggest you make this simple. Tell me 
everything you know about the situation. Why are you 
attacking us?” 


“Gruh... goh... go to hell...” 


Samsara hammered the blade of her katana against the floor in 
front of the man. 


“My sword burns at the heat of 1300°C. You already saw what it 
did to your weapons — would you like to test it further...?” 


Samsara lifted the blazing-white blade closer to the man’s face 
while holding him in place. The man sniveled pitifully as the 
intense heat cooked his face. 


“No... no! Okay, okay, Pl talk! We were ordered to end all 
outsiders without discrimination, everyone, no matter who!” 


“Who ordered this?” 


“Tt... it was an order straight from the top, from the bigshots. 
Please, I’m just doing my job. Get that thing away from me!” 


“Do you know where Roger Jolovia is?” 


“Nuh... no. No one has seen him. We were just told he’s in the 
building and that he’s the terrorist everyone’s been yapping 
about for months. I don’t know anything more, I swear!” 


“T believe you. Thank you for your cooperation.” 


Samsara smacked the man on the back of his head, and he 
collapsed on the floor. 


The lady knight turned off the blaze of her katana and slid it 
back inside its sheath. Once she turned to face her companions 
waiting at the other end of the hallway, she had reverted back 
to her standard stoic character; the fierce flair on her face had 
disappeared completely. 


“Come, it’s clear.” 


Zeriah kept staring at Samsara with insurmountable awe. What 
the lady knight had just done was one of the coolest things he’d 
ever seen. Samsara’s strength, confidence, and technique with 
her blade were out of this world. Zeriah knew that this was 
exactly the level he should strive for. Nothing less would do if 
he was ever to become the greatest swordsman known to 
history. 


Reiram thumped Zeriah over the head to wake him up from his 
daydreaming. 


“Zeriah. If you continue your suicidal tendencies, I might stop 
saving your arse again and again.” 


“S-S—Sorry!” 

Zeriah felt ashamed for carelessly following his whims and not 
considering his own safety for a second. 

Drat, I won't find Miste if I get myself killed! 


And at that same moment, a horrific realization hit him. Miste 
was all alone somewhere in the building, and if the security 
force had been given orders to shoot everyone on sight, she was 
in even more danger than before! 


“Miste! We have to find her, fast!” 


Samsara nodded in approval, her stern look rippling with 
consoling spark. 


“Then let’s not waste any time.” 


The trio continued their trek into the depths of the building. 
Their progress got significantly slower, for they now knew to be 
extra careful while analyzing their surroundings in case of 
another ambush by the security force. 


Zeriah’s worry over Miste kept worsening each step. He 
would’ve given anything just to learn that she was safe. 


I don’t like this one bit. Not taking chances is one thing, but an 
order to simply eliminate any and all outsiders is just insane! 
What are these people thinking!? 
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After a while of traversing through the hallways that seemed to 
get longer and longer the farther the trio made their way forth, 
they arrived at another balcony-esque corridor with a view to 
the upper and lower levels of the building. 


By a glance, Zeriah estimated that they were now on the 
opposite side of the building from where they’d started from. 
The statue looming down in the lobby had turned 180 degrees 
since the last time Zeriah had seen it. 


The trio was currently on the seventh floor. There was still 
plenty more building to comb through, even when taking to 
account the fact that much of it was sealed off-limits. 


Damn it! No sign of Miste. 
Zeriah gazed upwards at the oodles of floors waiting for him. 


A pair of people suddenly emerged into view a couple of floors 
higher. Zeriah leaned against the railing of the corridor and 
craned his neck as far as he could to make out the identity of the 
people pacing past him at the opposite side of the building. 


As the duo got closer, Zeriah recognized them. 


Clint Kazer, followed by the woman named Rio a step behind 
him. The man was smiling contently. His thin sneer seemed to 
be permanently etched onto his face. 


Samsara and Reiram joined Zeriah in his sudden interest of the 
upper levels. 


“Mr. Kazer?” 
“He doesn’t seem that bothered by the situation...” 


Zeriah reached further over the railing, almost flipping over. 


“Hey! Asshole! What are you playing at, having your men shoot 
innocent people!? We came here to help, and you people try to 
kill us! What the actual hell!? Answer me!” 


Zeriah’s bellowing echoed throughout the entire building, 
reaching the ears of Clint Kazer as well. The man turned to 
glance down from his elevated position. Upon seeing the trio 
downstairs, his thin smile twitched, displeased. Without 
uttering a word, Clint snapped his fingers at Rio. The woman in 
white gave her master a nod and turned to run towards the 
opposite direction. Clint himself continued on his way and 
disappeared beyond a corner. 


Zeriah’s insides bubbled in heated rage. 


“Oh, no you don’t! Come back here! Take responsibility for your 
actions!” 


Reiram spat an irritated growl. 
“Don’t bother! He ain’t listening to you.” 
“What is going on here... is he deliberately trying to kill us?” 


Samsara fixed her gaze towards the ceiling; it was impossible to 
see the uppermost floors from somewhere as low as they 
currently were. 


“Were talking about Mr. Kazer, so I honestly cannot say for 
certain. What concerns me is that Mr. Muspell wasn’t with him. 
His office is on the top floor. We should check it out.” 


“Oh yeah! Miste said she was going back to visit him. Maybe 
she’s there too.” 


“We can only hope. Let’s keep moving!” 
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A snowstorm was brewing up in the Maryam Mountains. The 
streets of Powderberg were getting their fair share of the thick 
streams of snow, twirling and dancing between the enormous 
buildings that pillared towards the sky. 


The icy wind was steadily gaining in ferocity, whipping Dani’s 
hood from covering his face and ruffling his infinitely-messy 
hair even further. This was something he had no time to be 
bothered with, however. His friends needed him, and he would 
be there for them! 


Dani stopped his arduous march against the wind once he 
turned the corner for the wide promenade running past 
Muspell Industries. The building was the sole source of 
illumination in the whole city; the flat white and blue beams of 
light seeping through each window complemented the frigid 
weather perfectly. Looking through the blur of snow, the 
gargantuan building had an aura of impending doom ‘n’ gloom 
all over it. Dani could swear that the skyscraper had gotten 
taller since the last time he’d seen it. 


At the top of the staircase leading to the entrance, there was a 
massive steel barricade now blocking the way inside. 


“Nope, not going in that way. Already knew that. Now, what to 
do, what to do...” 


Ejrica stepped in front of Dani, her arms loosely crossed over 
her chest. 


“Still no plan?” 


“It’s simmering, don’t worry.” 


Dani had brought Ejrica up to speed on the situation — at least 
about the parts that he himself understood — while the duo had 
rushed their way to Muspell Industries. 


A powerful gust blew through the street, making Dani jump and 
wobble from side to side in an effort to remain unfrozen. He still 
couldn’t believe how Ejrica was utterly unaffected by the 
weather, while wearing close to nil. 


Come on brain, it’s me, your pal Dani. Let’s think of something 
fast, preferably real fast, before I turn into the city’s newest 
attraction — the Amazing Abominable Adventurer... 


Powderberg’s currently highest standing attraction, the 
humongous skyscraper, was surrounded by other high-rise 
buildings, though reaching only half the height. As Dani began 
estimating the distances between the buildings, an idea hit him. 


“Hmm...” 

“Hmm? What, Hmm?” 

“Simmering complete! I’m ready to serve up a juicy plan!” 
“Which is?” 


Dani dashed for the building closest to the massive skyscraper, 
with Ejrica following his lead. The boy whipped out his 
crossbow and launched a wire-arrow towards the top of the 
building. With the sound of stone cracking, the shot landed 
perfectly on a narrow overhang about third of the way up the 
building. 


Dani extended his hand to Ejrica. 


“Grab on! Express-Elevator-Dant is about to depart!” 


Seemingly not even considering Dani’s offer, Ejrica took a peek 
up the wall. 


She paced backwards a dozen or so steps before launching into 
a run towards the building. A mighty jump sent the exotic lady 
several meters up the wall. She followed up her stunt by dashing 
up the side of the building with kicks and leaps, making her look 
like an agile creature of the wild, more so than an ordinary 
woman. 


She stopped atop the overhang where Dani’s wire-arrow was 
sticking. 


“Are you coming or what?” 


Dani reeled himself up to join Ejrica. By the time he reached the 
overhang, Ejrica had already continued climbing up the 
building and was almost at the top. 


She’s amazing! Her legs are like a pair of springs. Even Rei-Rei 
would have hard time matching that kind of strength. 


Dani had to take two more separate shots to reach the roof of 
the building. 


Ejrica was waiting for him on the roof. The exotic lady stood 
poised, valiantly facing the ever-intensifying wind and ice that 
had begun to gather over her curly locks. Her hair resembled a 
white flower blooming behind her neck, as the individual snow- 
covered tresses stuck outward due to being frozen. 


“So, What do we do now?” 


Dani positioned himself on the far edge of the roof, on the side 
facing Muspell Industries. Another wire-arrow found its way 
drilling on the wall of the skyscraper. The two buildings were 
now connected by Dani’s climbing wire hanging over a stormy 


abyss. The street below was barely visible through the rivers of 
snow. 


Once again, Dani offered his hand to Ejrica. 
“And now for the fun part!” 


Ejrica eyed at the skyscraper, with skepticism jerking her 
eyebrow. 


“What exactly are you planning?” 

“We'll leap off the building-” 

“That’s what I was afraid of.” 

“swing towards that window over there-” 
“And ask someone to just open it for us?” 
“we'll crash through it! Quick and simple!” 
“I don’t know...” 

“Come on, Nekaro! It’s the only way.” 


Dani presented his hand to Ejrica anew, giving her a reassuring 
smirk. 


“Just grab on. I promise I won’t tell anyone, if that’s what’s 
bothering you.” 


Ejrica gazed over the edge of the roof and into the stormy chasm 
waiting down below. 


“Its not about that, Dani...” 
“Do you trust me?” 
“What?! Well, I...” 


Ejrica turned to stare at Dani with anxious eyes, appraising the 
mess that she’d gotten herself caught up in. She inhaled deep 


and released the air in her lungs with a single, extensive, 
perfectly controlled breath. 


“T do trust you.” 
“Great!” 


Dani nudged himself against Ejrica and wrapped his arm 
around her waist. Ejrica responded to Dani’s closeness with a 
minor shudder. After taking another deep breath, she then 
coiled her arms around Dani’s shoulders. 


Dani felt a bit conflicted. His heart was drumming a song of joy 
for holding the enticing beauty close to him - yet, the way that 
Ejrica clearly felt less than comfy forced Dani to snuff his own 
indulgent feelings and focus on the leap of faith ahead. 


The boy leaned forward, ready to jump. 
“Hold on tight, Nekaro.” 

“W-Wait! You have done this before, right?” 
“Nope, never.” 


“Well... that’s just fantastic... Are dangerous stunts like this 
normal for Adventurers?” 


“Heh, as for me? In an ever-increasing capacity! Ready or not, 
here we go!!” 


The duo leapt off the roof in unison, plummeting through the 
abyss with streams of white snow whistling all around them. 
After a second of freefall, the wire around Dani’s waist stretched 
to its full length, and the duo began swinging towards the side 
of the skyscraper. With the momentum from the fall, the 
pendulum that was Dani and Ejrica quickly reached ludicrous 


speeds. For a moment, it became impossible to see anything past 
the snowstorm and vertigo. 


“Woooooohoooooo0!!” 
“Yippee...!” 


Dani felt how Ejrica wrapped her legs around him to maintain 
the duo’s balance during the swing. 


The side of the skyscraper emerged through the blizzard, 
closing in fast. 


“Alright, this is it! Brace for impact-!” 
-Thump- 


Dani slammed against the window, getting crushed between the 
multilayered glass and Ejrica. The window gave an indifferent 
judder in response to the young Adventurer assaulting it. 


“Ouch...” 


Dani and Ejrica were left hanging over the vast space of 
nothingness. 


“Oh, this is perfect! Great plan, Dani!” 


As the wind began rocking the duo from side to side, Ejrica 
tightened her coiling around Dani. 


“You better have a backup plan!” 
“Pl think of something...” 
“Please think faster!” 


A powerful gust swept the duo, blowing them away from the 
side of the building and making them spin around through the 
air. The duo slammed back against the window, with Dani once 
again getting crushed between the glass and Ejrica. 


“Just a side note, Dani - if we do not survive this, Pm going to 
kick you so hard that you'll feel it in your next life!” 


“Sounds about fair.” 


In all honesty, Dani’s brain was printing out blank pages. The 
side of the building was perfectly flat - no overhangs, no 
windowsills, no nothing - there was no place to swing into 
safety. He saw no way out of this. 


“Can you bounce up the building from here, Nekaro?” 


“If I get some momentum to start with, I guess. But what about 
you, Dani?” 


“Pl... Pll manage.” 


“No, no! Don’t you give me that! You got us into this mess, so 
we'll see this through together, you hear me!” 


“Nekaro...” 
Ejrica reached for the quiver hanging over Dani’s left leg. 
“T got an idea.” 


She pulled out one of Dani’s arrows. With one thrust, she 
managed to drill the arrow an inch deep within the glass. 


“What are you planning?” 
“Shut up and trust me! Pl take care of this.” 


Ejrica placed both her feet against the window. She gathered up 
her strength and pushed with her legs, sending the duo 
swinging away from the building. On their way back towards 
the window, Ejrica spun herself around Dani, gathering further 
momentum for the duo. As they were about to crash against the 
window yet again, Ejrica landed a kick on the arrow sticking 


from the glass. Her aim was spot on. The arrow got lanced deep 
inside the glass under the impact of Ejrica’s kick. 


The window shattered, sending thousands of tiny flakes of 
crumbled glass all across the corridor inside the building, as 
well as falling down to the abyss below. Dani and Ejrica flung 
through the destroyed window and tumbled several meters 
over the marble floor waiting for them inside. 


Once Dani’s roll came to a stop, he detached the wire from his 
waist, and slumped down on the firm floor. 


“Wooh! Now that was something!” 
Ejrica climbed up on her knees further down the aisle. 
“Let’s never do that again...” 


The duo locked gazes, as tightly as their bodies had just a 
moment ago. 


A soft grin crept on Ejrica’s face, which she hurried to hide 
bashfully behind her hand. Seeing Ejrica smiling after such a 
dangerous feat made Dani burst into uncontrollable laughter. 


“Hehehe...!! You are totally the most incrediblastic, amazingest, 
full-of-surprisest girl I’ve ever met!” 


Maybe because of the absurdity of Dani’s reaction, or because 
she herself was in a state of slight shock, Ejrica’s subdued smile 
exploded to mimic Dani’s laughter. It was the first time Dani 
heard Ejrica booming her siren of joy. Her laugh was bubbly 
and cute, heartfelt and inviting. She tried fighting down her 
titters, turning them into rumbling snorts. 


“Hahaha... half... half of those... haha... aren’t even real words!” 


“Hehe! Well, sometimes you gotta make up new words to 
express your feelings fully!” 


“Why... hahaha...! Why are you laughing, Dani? We could have 
died back there!” 


“Heheh, you’re laughing too!” 
“Hah... hah... Pm only laughing because you’re laughing!” 


Once they finally managed to settle down from their storm of 
snickers, the two of them climbed to stand. 


“Thanks, Nekaro. You saved our butts back there.” 
Ejrica shook her head. 

“It was simply teamwork.” 

Dani gave Ejrica an energetic thumbs up. 


“I could get used to teamwork like this. I knew you’d have my 
back.” 


Ejrica turned away from Dani, gazing through the shattered 
window. 


“We made it inside. What happens next?” 
Dani whipped out his radio. 

“T better let the others know we’ve arrived.” 
“Right.” 

In the end, Dani had no time to make the call. 


As Ejrica turned back around to face Dani, her expression 
twisted into a startled growl. 


“Watch out!!” 


Ejrica dove at Dani and tackled him down on the floor... 
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A man in white uniform was sent crashing on the marble floor 
by a kick delivered straight to the gut, courtesy of Reiram. 


“Done over here! How ‘bout you, little Sammy?” 


Samsara was standing at the opposite end of the hallway, with 
a pile of knocked-out men lying at her feet. 


“...I was waiting for you to finish.” 
Zeriah stood between the two elder swordmasters. 


This had been the third time in a row that the trio had been 
ambushed by the white-clad foes, and the third time that 
Reiram and Samsara had handled the entire bunch of enemies, 
leaving Zeriah to just stand idly and watch. 


“You could have saved some for me...” 


Reiram stepped over one of the scattered bodies still twitching 
and groaning in pain. A snappy thump on the head from his 
edge-rifle sent the man to sleep. 


“Didn’t you know, an early bird is the one to whack the worm.” 
Samsara walked past Reiram, scowling at him with disapproval. 


“You are the one who insisted to take Zeriah along. This is 
getting perilous, especially for someone untrained.” 


“As I said, the kid would’ve followed us in either case. There was 
nothing we could’ve done.” 


“Weaseling out of responsibility once again, I see.” 
Zeriah stepped in to stop the two from bickering. 


“Reiram’s right, no way I’m staying behind and twiddling my 
thumbs while Miste is in danger somewhere!” 


Samsara stared at Zeriah with steel in her eyes. A sympathetic 
sigh escaped her lips. 


“I know you’re worried about Miste —I am too. But consider this 
for a moment: how much help will you actually be? What if we 
end up in a situation where you and Miste are both in danger, 
and we can only help one of you, what are we to do then?” 


“I don’t...” 


“Pm not trying to dismiss you, Zeriah. You're clearly filled with 
passion and eagerness to grow. Still, the truth of the matter is 
that you’re a fledgling fighter, and our situation is way out of 
your league.” 


“I know that! The way I am right now, I’m nowhere near strong 
enough to protect Miste. So, my answer is that you should help 
Miste instead of me. My lack of strength is my own problem.” 


Samsara was about to say something, but bit her lip to stop 
herself, irritated. After another sigh, the lady knight resumed 
speaking. 


“Words like that betray your greenness. This is exactly why you 
should stay behind for now and leave things to me and Reiram.” 


“I won't!” 


“I can see that. I would just prefer a scenario where I don’t have 
to explain to Lieutenant Walz how you managed to get hurt 
under my watch.” 


Zeriah ground his teeth in frustration. 


That ts a dirty trick, pulling Kai into this... More likely, Kai would 
be disappointed in me if I ever let something happen to Miste! 


Zeriah allowed his burning desire to protect Miste fuel him, 
fixing his gaze to match Samsara’s steely stare. 


“I bet that my brother would do the same as me, no matter what 
the cost!” 


Samsara rolled her eyes, smiling wincingly. 
“As sad as I am to admit it, you’re right.” 
Reiram tapped Samsara on the shoulder. 


“Its a noble effort trying to protect the kid, but as you can see, 
he’s a rather stubborn sort. We’re wasting time here, let’s 
move.” 


Reiram marched to the end of the hallway. The way split into 
two directions, the left corridor leading to a staircase. 


“A few more floors to go. We’re almost there.” 


Samsara followed Reiram towards the staircase on the left. 
Zeriah stopped to peer at the path on the right. The corridor 
curved gently to hide the far end of the trail. 


The entire building was a giant cluster of corners, nooks, 
crannies and corridors zigzagging everywhere — endless places 
for one to hide in. Miste could literally be anywhere in the 
building. 


If I’m only going to be a burden anyway, then I might as well take 
the full plunge... 


“Tm not coming with you guys.” 
“Hm? Well, that’s good, you must realize that-” 


“I mean, I won’t come with you that way. FI continue searching 
on my own.” 


“You certainly will not! It’s way too risky!” 


“Miste might not be hiding that way, and if she is, then you two 
will find her and that will be the end of that. But, she might also 
be anywhere else. We’ll cover more ground if we split up.” 


Zeriah launched to run down the corridor on the right. 
“Don’t worry, I try not to draw attention.” 


Zeriah heard how Samsara dashed after him, but was stopped 
by Reiram stepping in to block her path. 


“Get the hell out of my way, Reiram!” 
“We have no time to argue. Let the kid go.” 
“Maybe you can act indifferent, but I~” 


“Every second that we spend squabbling will give the villains 
more time to achieve their goals!” 


Zeriah kept running with all his strength, the voices behind him 
fading away fast. The last thing he heard echoing through the 
hallway was Samsara’s voice. 


“..come back safe, Zeriah! You hear me!?” 


Zeriah could hear. His hopes for the lady knight and the elder 
Adventurer were exactly the same. 


VERSE #17: FINDING MY WAY 


Near-death experiences had become increasingly frequent in 
Dani’s life as of late. And yet, at the same time, as the moments 
of Wow, that was way too close!, kept piling up, so did the sense 
of luck following the boy wherever he went. 


After getting tackled to the floor by Ejrica, Dani spun around to 
see what had gotten her so alarmed. A man dressed in white 
uniform stood at the end of the hallway, a rifle in hand, aimed 
squarely at the duo of uninvited guests. 


Dani made the fastest draw and shot with his crossbow yet. The 
arrow struck the rifle pointed at him, knocking it aside so that 
the gunshot careened off mark, missing Dani by an inch. 


Dani was about to prepare a second arrow when Ejrica dashed 
for the attacker, diving through the stingy puff of flint 
drenching the hallway, and delivered a mighty vaulting kick on 
the rifleman’s chest. The man slammed against the nearest wall 
and dropped out of the fight instantly. 


When Ejrica turned around to check on Dani, her eyes were 
quickly drawn to the opposite end of the hallway. 


Following Ejrica’s line of sight, Dani turned around, all the while 
letting his instincts guide his hand. He snatched a trap-grenade 
from his pocket — leftovers from his encounter with the aurora 
wolf — and threw the metallic sphere towards the end of the 
hallway where two more white-clad men were advancing on 
him, brandishing batons of steel. The grenade opened in midair, 
launching forth a bundle of wires. The net entangled the two 
attackers inside it, making them trip on the marble floor face 
first. 


Dani crouched over the attackers and poked them on the 
forehead. 


“Out cold. Man, these guys have such brittle heads!” 


“What is going on!? You said you only had one enemy.” 


“That’s what I thought too... Apparently, we’re not wanted 
here.” 


“Well, clearly we’re not! Who are these people?” 


“They’re the local security force. They must’ve thought we were 
attacking the building, seeing as we came crashing through the 
window an’ all... Although, a simple Freeze!, or Who are you?, 
would’ve been nice before they just started shooting at us.” 


Ejrica gave Dania blunt hum as an affirmative. She kept peering 
around, in case any more opponents were to appear. 


Dani left the dazed men to lie on the floor and joined Ejrica. 


“You can still bow out if you feel like it. Things might get 
dangerous from here on.” 


“Oh, now it will get dangerous, you say? No, Pl stand beside you 
until we see this through.” 


Dani couldn’t be sure how much experience the mysterious 
martial artist had of this sort of thing, yet her confident gaze 
told that she clearly wasn’t startled in the slightest. 


“Thanks, Nekaro. I’m glad you’re here to watch my six.” 
Ejrica replied with a firm nod. 


“I must hand it to you, Dani, that was impressive 
marksmanship.” 


“Heh! I told you I’m good, didn’t I?” 
“Indeed, you did. So, what do we do now?” 


Dani picked up his radio off the floor, flung there amid all the 
chaos. 


“PFI try calling Big-Z and let the guys know that we’ve arrived.” 


Before Dani could make the call, Ejrica caught his hand. 


“Wait, maybe we shouldn’t be so hasty. I mean, we don’t know 
what is happening here exactly; we were ambushed by 
unexpected enemies, after all. Imagine if your friends are trying 
to avoid being noticed, when suddenly, there goes the radio, 
alerting everyone close by to their location.” 


“Ah, you’re right! Good thinking there, Nekaro.” 
Dani strolled to the end of the hallway. 


“Let’s try finding Big-Z and the others by ourselves, see if they 
know what’s really shaking around here.” 


“Yes. But we should tread carefully. We don’t want any more 
enemies catching us by surprise.” 


“No worries, if the bad guys get the drop on us, you'll just tackle 
me to the floor like before, right?” 


“I think I’ve had enough of falling with you for one evening...” 


In the face of rising action, Dani and Ejrica started their march 
into the depths of the building, and towards the night’s 
inevitable culmination waiting for everyone currently stranded 
within the corridors of Muspell Industries. 


* OK k 


Zeriah’s own footsteps clapping against the marble floor were 
his sole companion as he rushed down the winding hallway on 
the seventeenth floor of the building. 


Corridor after corridor, room after empty room, clusters of 
office cubicles, followed by another set of corridors — Zeriah’s 
search for Miste was turning out fruitless. In a building such as 


this, his quest to find the girl was a shot in the dark. He was 
aware of this, and yet he couldn’t allow his spirit to waver. 


No matter how long it takes, I will do everything I can to save you, 
Miste. Wait for me! 


Zeriah took a left turn as the current hallway came to a 
crossroads, not that there were any other options, for all the 
other branching corridors were shut off-limits by steel 
barricades, courtesy of the building’s security system. The 
corridor on the left was noticeably short, mere meters before 
leading to yet another junction. The building was truly a 
labyrinth! 


Before Zeriah could dash through the stump corridor, a 
clattering sound came echoing towards him from one of the 
hallways looming ahead of him. Footsteps, at least three of 
them, stomping forth in a rhythmic pace and closing in fast. 
Zeriah had managed to avoid the patrols of the security 
personnel up to this point, but now his luck had seemingly run 
out. 


Soon, a party of fully-armed and primed-to-kill men would be 
on him. 


Zeriah’s first instinct was to draw his sword. However, that 
brash notion quickly faded from his mind. He wasn’t foolish 
enough to think that he could take multiple opponents at once — 
honestly, even one would be enough trouble for him. 


With no choice but to hide, Zeriah softly retracked his steps back 
behind the corner, careful not to make a peep. He pressed 
against the wall, remaining perfectly still, in hopes that the 
patrol would pass him by and continue through any other 
corridor except this one. 


The steps came closer. 


Zeriah’s heartbeat kept thumping harder with each passing 
second. His breathing was heavy from the prolonged running, 
huffing out his position loud and clear. To silence himself, 
Zeriah forced himself to hold his breath, falling under sensation 
akin to drowning. 


The steps were almost upon him. 


Zeriah was near to passing out from suffocation, coupled with 
the fear of being found. 


The steps halted at the junction. 


Zeriah clenched every muscle in his body. A drop of icy sweat 
rolled down his neck. 


Please, don’t turn this way... 


Zeriah’s right hand crawled to clutch his sword. He began 
slipping downward along the wall, his body screaming for air, 
his heart hammering against his chest, sapping him off strength. 


Zeriah’s vision turned into blur. 


The sensation of drowning brought a burst of tears to his eyes. 
The pain was unbearable. The haze clogging his view turned 
into darkness as he closed his eyes. Warm tears rolled down his 
cheeks to mock his weakness. He was close to letting go of his 
breath. He bit his teeth together and swallowed any sound 
trying to slither its way out. He would have zero chance of 
finding Miste if he let himself be found now. 


A single second turned into infinity. Zeriah’s heart kicked 
against its cage, with tempo feeling like thousand beats per 
minute, as he waited for luck to roll its dice and choose his fate. 


Then, the footsteps began to move once more, continuing 
straight and fading away fast. 


Zeriah was left alone inside the ghostly silence that lingered on 
the walls. He released his breath and slumped to crouch on the 
floor. A wave of relief washed over him, but so did a deluge of 
crippling thoughts: hate and regret. 


A burning shiver pulsated inside Zeriah’s sword-arm. The scar 
he had received from Kaidou wouldn’t stop tittering at him. 


Zeriah brought his hand to cradle his face, wiping away the 
moist remains of his shameful show of weakness. Staring at his 
palm, he sighed deep to fill the silence of the corridor. This 
breath morphed into a whisper, a lament for Zeriah’s lack as a 
warrior. 


“Pm so useless...” 


Zeriah slammed his head against the wall in frustration, cursing 
himself. 


“Pm sorry, Miste.” 


Though it had been only a short while since Zeriah had last laid 
eyes on Miste, he already missed her perky smile, her bright red 
cheeks, the gleam in her eyes, along her gushing soul. 


Although Miste must’ve been close, not knowing exactly where 
was the same as if she was on the other side of the world. Not 
having Miste beside him hurt, it was an unspeakable agony, 
slithering and prickling all over Zeriah, punching holes to his 
heart, and making his soul bleed dry all over the marble floor. 


IfI don’t ever get to see you again... there will be nothing left after 
that... I don’t want to know a world without you... 


Amidst his longing, Zeriah began hallucinating Miste’s voice 
calling for him. Her chiming whispers echoed through the walls. 


“Zeri?” 

Zeriah chuckled sullenly at his own delusions. 

“Yea, it’s me. Sorry for turning out so pathetic... again.” 
Miste’s voice sounded out once more. 

“Zeri!! I can’t believe it! It really is you! You found me!” 
“Wait a minute...” 


Zeriah realized that the voice wasn’t a mere illusion after all. 
Miste’s voice was coming from behind him, from inside the wall. 
Zeriah turned to face the wall, still cautious to believe his senses, 
or his apparent luck. 


“Miste?!” 

Her answer was tearful, and bursting with relief. 
“Yes, I’m here, Zeri!” 

“Are you hurt?” 

“Pm okay! Don’t worry.” 


“Heh, y know, for the past while, I’ve been doing nothing but 
worrying. I’m so glad to hear your voice again!” 


“Zeri...” 


There was a thumping sound inside the wall, followed by gentle 
humming. 


“Mmmh, Zeri?” 
“Yeah?” 


“Are you hugging the wall too?” 


“Uhm... no.” 
“Oh, well... good, me neither...” 


Zeriah sensed Miste shifting beyond the wall that separated the 
couple. 


“But, where exactly are you?” 


“In a maintenance tunnel, there’s a bunch of ‘em all across the 
building. I was riding an elevator when the power suddenly 
went out. I got stuck between floors. I climbed on top of the 
elevator and managed to crawl into one of the tunnels 
connected to the elevator shaft. I was about to exit when... I 
overheard some of the security people talking through the 
wall... They said that they’ve been ordered to take out any 
outsiders in the building. I decided to remain hidden. What’s 
going on, Zeri?” 


“I don’t have all the details myself yet. Can you get to me?” 
“Yeah, there’s an exit point a few corridors further.” 
“Alright, lets meet up there. It should be all clear now.” 


Soon enough, Miste emerged into the hallway through a small 
hatch in the wall. Seeing the girl utterly unharmed made 
Zeriah’s heart celebrate fiercely. All of his past memories of 
happiness got swept aside from his soul, he couldn’t recall a 
more joyous sight. 


Zeriah immediately clutched Miste inside his arms. 
“Thank goodness you’re safe. You had me so worried.” 


“I was worried about you too, Zeri. Thank you for coming for 
me.” 


Zeriah caressed the girl’s orangish hair while pulling her head 
to rest against his chest. 


“Don’t thank me for something so obvious, dummy! Of course 
Pll always come for you.” 


“I was so scared...” 
“It’s alright now.” 


Zeriah would’ve liked for the two of them to remain exactly as 
they stood for all eternity. Sadly, the situation had gotten no less 
dangerous than before. They’d have to make haste and move 
their butts. 


Zeriah ended their hug and began leading Miste back the way 
he had come from. 


“The coast should be clear this way.” 
“What about the others?” 


“Reiram and Samsara came with me, we split up to search for 
you, they headed for the upper floors. I haven’t heard about 
Dani in a while.” 


“I’m sorry I made things complicated...” 


“Tt’s not like that, we were also trying to find Roger. He’s the one 
at fault, after all.” 


Miste nodded while looking away. Her expression grew uneasy 
upon hearing Roger’s name. 


Zeriah squeezed Miste’s hand tenderly. 


“It’s all going to be alright — I promise. First things first, let’s get 
ourselves out of here.” 


“Right! 39 


Before dashing to escape from the building, Zeriah gave his 
radio for Miste to carry. 


“Somehow, I think I'll feel more at ease if you hold on to this.” 


* k k 


Two sets of boots clapping against marble melded into one as 
they raced up the staircase leading to the topmost floor of 
Muspell Industries. 


Reiram was unsure of what would be awaiting for him and 
Samsara once they reached the apex of the building - if there 
even was something of note waiting. 


The elder Adventurer had made it his policy to keep from 
useless speculating. It served no purpose. Other term in the 
place of speculating could be worrying over things that couldn’t 
be helped, for this was also something that he had decidedly 
avoided wasting his time on. This was the way Reiram had led 
his life as an Adventurer, and it had always served him well. 
That was, until recently. 


Trying to keep his thoughts in check was proving to be 
increasingly difficult as more and more people kept elbowing 
their way into his life, sticking their noses where it absolutely 
didn’t belong, and getting in the way of his mission. 


As an immortal man, Reiram had had it easy, having no one to 
worry about, himself included. It was simple to take things as 
they came and respond to any hardship with a healthy dose of 
throwing himself at the problem head on, sometimes quite 
literally. 


Now, regrettably, things were shifting to undesirable leanings. 
He had companions to look after: young, snot-nosed, too-eager- 


to-have-themselves-killed companions. Immortal or not, 
Reiram was only one man. He wouldn’t be able to protect his 
companions all the time, and as such, he’d have to trust them to 
act smart... a terrifying proposal, indeed. 


This slightest bit of uncertainty gnawing at Reiram’s mind was 
irritating beyond belief. He did his best to bury all pointless 
thoughts — all of the worry over things that couldn’t be helped — 
and clear his mind. 


Alas, clearing his mind would be a lot simpler, were it his mind 
alone. 


Freyja, Reiram’s partner astra, a mystic creature taking the 
form of a radiant woman, had been bound to the Adventurer 
for most of his life. In fact, the times of Reiram’s youth when he 
shared his body and thoughts with none but himself felt like lost 
beyond a horizon of eternity, so distant to almost be perceived 
as an illusion, an old man’s feverish dream. 


Reiram assumed himself to have lived longer than any other 
being currently alive in this world — the race of astra naturally 
notwithstanding. During his countless years of travels, he’d 
seen many things, learned just as many secrets about the world 
and its ways, and, as a definitive elder of sorts, few things could 
shake him, nor pique his interest in any significant way. All he 
really craved from life was to be left to his own devices, to 
reflect on his mostly empty void of thoughts, and simply go on 
with his work at Hex Nova. 


And even though Freyja knew Reiram’s desires better than 
anyone alive, the lady astra wouldn’t stop pestering him! She 
kept poking at his mind like a hyperactive child does to an ant 
nest with a stick. 


—Reiram... hey, Reiram... Retitiraaaam... I know you can hear 
me... Rei-Rei... 


What do you want, Freyja? 
-Just checking that you’re doing fine. 


Reiram didn’t know if it was possible for one to groan mentally, 
though a mental tic of the sorts had become routine for him ever 
since letting the lady astra take residence inside him. 


Sigh... And why wouldn’t I be doing fine? 

-You know, it’s rude to answer a query with a question. 
Yes, I’m doing fine. Happy now? 

—Liar. 


Excuse me, but I think I’m the author of my own feelings, thank 
you very much. 


-Then why is your heart beating all funny? I know you better than 
anyone. Please, Reiram, talk to me. 


There isn’t anything to talk about. 
—Hmpf! Somehow, I knew you’d say something like that. 
Then why do you keep bothering me...? 


Reiram felt how the astra retreated a tad from his mind, though 
she never went far. She was always present. A prolonged 
eyeblink later, Freyja’s presence drew closer to caress his mind 
anew. A cottony yet energetic voice sounded out a smiling 
laughter. 


-Tee-he-hee... Don’t worry, Reiram. Zeriah and Miste will be fine. 
They’ve already been through so much together, they'll see this to 
the end, I’m sure of it. 


I know. 

-You just have to believe in them. 

I know. 

-We'll all be together again soon, once we figure this out. 
I know, Freyja! 


-Tee-he-hee... And don’t fret over Samsara either. I’m sure that 
she understands your reasons for doing what you did. 


You mean letting Zeriah run off on his own? Perhaps. It’s not like 
I really care what she thinks of me anyway. 


—Whatever you say... 


Samsara’s blazing-red coat fluttered before Reiram as she raced 
forth the steps. Looking at her back had Reiram’s mind 
unintentionally bubbling with reminiscences of moments long 
since swept away by the tides of time... 


It had been sixteen years since Reiram had first crossed paths 
with Samsara Talmond. Back then she had been a young woman 
barely past her adolescence, a bit on the timid side, yet with 
great aspirations for her future as part of the Knights of 
Minerva. 


Samsara had been a fresh graduate from the Knight Academy 
just as the Blood-Border War had broken out, a true trial by fire 
for any would-be swordmaster. Although her natural talent and 
strive to improve had been impressive, a warzone was not the 
place for a greenhorn girl to have her first experience of true 
combat — admittedly, is a warzone the right place for anyone? 


Reiram couldn’t begin to assume as to why, but the young lady 
knight had taken a quick liking to the sellsword Adventurer 


lumped together with her unit. She would cheerily chat with 
him anytime she could, sharing her soul to him. She had even 
insisted on having her meals with the man. 


While spending her time with Reiram, Samsara had always 
smiled, like the horrors of war would disappear for just the 
slightest moment, letting her breathe free and dream of the 
future. 


She had told Reiram how she longed for the war to end, so that 
she could return home and marry her sweetheart waiting for 
her. She wished to move away from the life of endless fighting 
and killing, and into a life where she could utilize her skills to 
protect the people in need. Her very soul had always been that 
of a true knight. 


Why Samsara had decided Reiram to be worthy of sharing her 
deepest desires to, he didn’t know. Perhaps it had been easier 
for her to unload her heart to someone who wasn’t part of the 
military. Maybe Reiram had acted as a sort of conduit to a world 
outside her own duty as a knight. Reiram had never contributed 
much to their conversations, but he’d always listened, and 
perhaps that was the most important part. 


All of this was of course merely Reiram’s own speculation, 
useless and irrelevant in itself. He had no way of peering inside 
the lady knight’s heart. 


-Little Sammy has certainly grown since then, hasn’t she, 
Reiram? 


Yes. As she herself put it; Most people tend to change in sixteen 
years. We are the exceptions, Freyja, not the rule. 


-I know that. Pm just happy to see her thriving after all these 
years. Aren’t you? 


I really couldn't care less. 
—Tee-he-hee... there you go again with your lies. 
Reiram wasn’t lying - or at least he didn’t believe he was. 


His aloof demeanor towards his comrades had always been a 
deliberate choice on his part. His own existence, along his astral 
partner, was an existence too different from others around him 
— with hundreds, thousands, millions of crossing specks of light, 
running past too fast, too numerous to be attached to. He 
couldn’t allow himself to be attached; it would only make his 
own path harder than it needed to be. 


Already, Reiram found his thoughts stuck on Samsara 
excessively. 


She has admittedly grown stronger, her skill with the blade is 
remarkable. 


—And she’s way taller now! 
Yes, that too... 


Undoubtedly, Samsara Talmond had grown up to be a 
respectable woman. She had overcome all hardships laid in her 
path and achieved her dreams in full. And yet, at the same time, 
she had also grown to be a different kind of person. Samsara’s 
warm smile, the one she had beamed on Reiram while sharing 
her dreams, was now firmly tucked away. In addition, she didn’t 
seem too keen initiating any idle chatter amongst her 
companions nowadays. 


Reiram guessed that changes like that were bound to happen 
over time, and indeed, it had been a long, long time... 


* k k 


Samsara brought her brisk stride to a sudden halt once she 
reached the hallway at the top of the staircase. Along her 
temporary comrade, the sellsword Reiram, they had arrived at 
the highest floor of the massive building. 


After briefly scanning her surroundings for potential enemies 
lurking about, the lady knight led her two-man unit down the 
hallway and towards the office of Sur Muspell — the man in 
charge of the building, along all of Powderberg. 


Their check up on Mr. Muspell’s office might turn out to be a 
chase after a wild goose. However, seeing as there was the slight 
possibility that the man might still be in the building, and being 
a civilian under possible catastrophic threat, meant that a 
knight was obliged to investigate. After all, protecting all 
citizens living under the grace of the Crown was the most 
important duty of the Knights of Minerva. 


Their earlier passing with the other leader of Muspell 
Industries, Clint Kazer, had given Samsara the unpleasant 
feeling of standing inside the eye of a storm - just before the 
storm was about to further gather in might and engulf everyone 
trapped within. The look Mr. Kazer had laid on the uninvited 
guests had been the purest essence of looming demise to anyone 
around him. If Samsara didn’t already know Mr. Kazer to be a 
piece of trash by nature, she would’ve automatically presumed 
the man was somehow involved in the crimes committed by 
Roger Jolovia - although, she didn’t completely dismiss the 
possibility either. Whatever the case, directing the security 
force of the company to attack absolutely anyone entering the 
building was a reckless order to give. Samsara would make Mr. 
Kazer answer dearly for lifting his finger against her, and her 
companions. 


Right now, further speculation would get her nowhere. It was 
time for action — and the truth would reveal itself in due time. 


Admittedly, when Samsara had received her mission to chase 
after the enigmatic criminal - dubbed the hooded guy by her 
companions, and later revealed to be Roger Jolovia — terrorizing 
the alaxdrite business across the northern province, she hadn’t 
expected the case to turn this complicated this fast. Not so much 
by the proceedings of the case itself, but rather the whirlwind 
of emotions she would be put through along the way. 


Never in her wildest dreams had Samsara expected to cross 
paths with the literal ghost from her past. 


For sixteen years, almost half of her lifetime, Samsara had 
believed the Adventurer called Reiram to be deceased. She had 
come to terms with the fact. Her comrade from the war had met 
his end protecting her and their unit. He was dead, and would 
never return. The world had been robbed off a great man that 
fateful day. 


And yet, here the man was, chasing the same target as her. 
Just like old times... 


Before Samsara could fully end that thought, she slapped 
herself mentally. 


No! No, it is not! Nothing is like before! 


Samsara remembered Reiram as a silent stoic man, a crushingly 
capable warrior, and a good friend. 


During the war, the man had taken the fledgling knight under 
his wing, giving her advice and encouraging her to go on, even 
in the times of her deepest despair. Well... maybe take was a 
rather strong word, for it was more like the fledgling knight had 


shoved herself under his wing. Reiram had come off as a man of 
eternal understanding and serenity, a person who was easy to 
lean on, and as such, Samsara had found herself a rock to hold 
on to in her times of need. 


In retrospect, perhaps it had been selfish of her to keep piling 
her anxieties on Reiram’s shoulders, but seeing as he never 
tried to push her away - with any ferocity at least - she had 
never stopped to think of it that way. 


Of course, all of this, the way that Samsara saw Reiram, had 
turned out to be a lie. 


In truth, Reiram was a deceitful, horrible, manipulative piece of 
filth. Only an utter monster could do something as sickening as 
to fake their own death. All of Samsara’s memories of crying 
over her loss of a dear friend were now like bullets, puncturing 
her sense of self. She had looked up to the man, thought of him 
as an inspiration for what it truly meant to sacrifice everything 
for the sake of others. Now, the path she walked as a knight felt 
somehow dirty, like a part of it came from less than genuine 
place. 


Samsara hated Reiram for making her hurt for naught. 


Although, amongst the anger she held for Reiram, Samsara was 
also glad that he was alive, she couldn’t deny that - and that 
pissed her off even further! 


More people willing to rid this world from evil are always 
welcome, whatever their motives. Argh! I feel like such a fool, to 
think I'd let myself be misled like this. Reiram is just like most of 
his ilk in the Guild, chasing after their own desires above all else. 
If it’s money he wants, fine, he can have as much as he likes, but 
Pll never see him as anything more than a phony! 


Comparing Reiram to the rest of the ragtag gang he’d associated 
himself with, Samsara couldn’t but worry that his devil-may- 
care attitude would rub on the youngsters. 


Miste and Zeriah seem honest by heart, they'll make fine 
Adventurers one day, long as they distance themselves from 
learning too much from Reiram. Grrh, what was he thinking 
letting Zeriah run off on his own!? Although, I guess that is 
expected of him, seeing as his caring for others turned out to bea 
facade in the end. 


This was Samsara’s initial take on the matter, one that mellowed 
fast as she gauged the situation with reason. 


But... I guess he has a point... time is of the essence right now, the 
last thing we should do is bicker pointlessly... I just hope Zeriah 
won’t run into any trouble. Right now, I have no choice but to 
trust him and everyone else to keep themselves safe. 


Samsara nearly burst out laughing as a silly idea hit her. 


The last time Reiram had spoken to Samsara — before going with 
his fake-my-own-death-plan - was the morning before the 
fateful battle. Samsara had been going on and on about how she 
would one day hold enough strength to keep everyone around her 
safe, no matter what! Midst her ramblings, Reiram had laughed 
dryly, making the then-young knight flinch from 
embarrassment. Reiram had been quick to follow his spurt of 
amusement by petting Samsara’s hair, a noticeable show of 
caring from him, and said: 


“Seeing as you’ve already grown strong enough to keep yourself 
safe, keeping others safe is the next logical step, little Sammy.” 


Samsara had been overtaken by delight upon hearing the elder 
swordmaster recognize her growth and skills with the blade. 


She had taken pride in the man’s trust in her. In that moment, 
it had felt like nothing in this world was out of her reach. 


Hah! I wonder whether that was all a lie too, like everything else 
about that time we shared... 


* k k 


Just like throughout the building, the top floor was drowned in 
eerie silence. The lamps that were stringed along the ceiling like 
a necklace of enormous pearls deepened the sense of 
foreboding with their pale light. 


As Reiram and Samsara walked closer to the door at the end of 
the hallway - designated as the office of Mr. Muspell by the sign 
on the door - their pace began slowing down in unison. With 
each passing step, the duo could feel an invisible force softly 
pushing them away. Strangely, the sensation wasn’t filled by 
malice, but with genuine plea for the invaders to leave the 
building right now, while they still could. The phenomena 
surrounding them felt tingly all over their bodies, tugging on 
loose strings of cloth and tips of their hair. Reiram and Samsara 
shared a nod as both of them recognized the obvious feel of 
electricity in the air. 


Samsara reached for the doorknob of the office. She was about 
to call out to Mr. Muspell through the door, when a low 
humming sound resounded from the office, quickly rising into 
hostile buzzing. Acting on instinct, Samsara and Reiram leapt 
away from the door. 


The buzzing sound morphed into a thunderous blast of energy 
lancing out of the office, exploding the door in half. 


Samsara drew her katana while Reiram primed his edge-rifle. 
The duo stood in waiting, surrounded by the void of silence that 
followed the crashing of thunder. 


The silence was broken by slow, sluggish, unmotivated steps 
marching from the office. 


With his gaze drooping along the floor, Roger Jolovia walked 
into the hallway. Curiously, he had several fresh bruises on his 
face, adding to his aura of inertness. 


The man who had first been introduced as a caring father and 
a loving husband, and later revealed to be a villain - a fact that 
in itself had been unsettling — now looked like a totally different 
person from yesterday. Although, maybe the better point of 
reference for his demeanor would be the way he had carried 
himself while wearing his dark cloak back in Akrelion. 
Compared to that time, his detached demeanor seemed all too 
familiar. There was no doubt in Reiram’s mind that the man 
before him was truly the target he was after — the lightning bolt 
he threw was sort of an obvious clue, too. 


An alarming factor in Roger’s appearance was the absence of 
his trademark fashion statement as the hooded guy, meaning 
that he wasn’t concerned about being recognized anymore. 
What could he possibly be after? 


Samsara took the lead and whipped her katana to point 
triumphantly towards Roger. 


“Roger Jolovia, I’m placing you under arrest! I suggest you 
surrender without further resistance.” 


Reiram saw in Samsara’s eyes that she held no such hope of 
Roger actually yielding. The lady knight was merely going 
through the motions. 


Roger kept his gaze fixated on the floor. 

“You shouldn’t have come...” 

The fatigue seething from his retort was intense. 
Samsara took a step closer to Roger. 


“It’s no use prolonging this, do not make things any worse than 
they are. Think about your family.” 


“It is too late for me.” 


Roger’s entire body lit up with crackling sparks of lightning. 
While the lashing tendrils of energy licked the man all over, he 
lifted his gaze to aim a somber look at his opponents. His eyes 
held no true hostility, only the overbearing sense of 
hopelessness and apathy. 


Reiram threw his edge-rifle in front of him to prepare for the 
battle to come. 


“Hmpf, you heard him, little Sammy. No talking your way out of 
this one.” 


Samsara’s gaze switched away from Roger and towards the 
blown-open entrance of the office. 


“Mr. Muspell?” 

A somewhat surprised voice reached out from the office. 
“Y-Yes! Pm yet unharmed, Captain!” 

“Glad to hear that. I ask that you stay inside, we’ll handle this.” 
“Please, don’t hurt Roger! He isn’t to blame!” 


Samsara’s expression twitched between confusion and 
irritation upon hearing Sur Muspell’s plea. 


“I don’t understand-” 
“He isn’t working alone! Clint has forced him to do all of this!” 


And as such, the mystery surrounding the current situation 
came closer to being fully unraveled. 


Sur’s revelation was followed by a moment of silence, filled by 
the static crackling of electricity. 


Roger’s expression remained as impartial as before, he didn’t 
seem to care if Sur was spilling everything he knew. His cool-as- 
cucumber attitude gave Reiram a creeping sensation. 


Is Roger that sure about himself? He is certain that he’ll be able 
to end us right here and now, so that we’ll be unable to share what 
we’ve heard further? I don’t like this one Dit... 


A stream of similar feelings manifested on Samsara’s face, in the 
end settling on a steely glare. 


“You hear that, Roger? There are still people who believe in you. 
It’s not too late. Please, be reasonable.” 


“Tve already accepted my fate.” 


And with those words, the field of electrical death around Roger 
gathered in might, lashing viciously throughout the hallway 
with strikes of lightning. 


After nimbly dodging the scattered bolts, Samsara dashed at 
Roger. 


“If this is how it has to be, then so be it!” 


Before the lady knight was done with her sentence, she was 
already pouring down all of her fury upon the man, throwing 
out thrusts and slashes at such speed and precision that any 
normal opponent would’ve been outright overwhelmed. 


But, as Reiram knew from experience, Roger Jolovia’s aptitude 
in battle was anything but normal. 


The man encased in lightning kept deftly slipping past 
Samsara’s strikes. It was uncanny to see a man of Roger’s 
stature moving with such agility and grace. The way his legs 
skated along the marble floor while his upper body weaved and 
jolted between the sword slashes created an image of a machine 
with too much oil in its gears. His fighting method was no 
different from the time Reiram had faced him back in Akrelion; 
he was biding his time, carefully waiting for the perfect 
opportunity to riposte. 


Roger retreated from the way of Samsara’s katana with a huge 
leap. The man concentrated the electricity around him into his 
palms and launched a bolt towards the lady knight. The beam 
of blazing blue energy missed Samsara by an inch as she twirled 
out of the attack’s path, dancing backwards to put further 
distance between the fighters. 


Acting similarly lightning fast herself, Samsara whipped out her 
pistol and took a shot at Roger. The man shifted his neck to the 
side, allowing the bullet to pass him and hit the wall at the end 
of the hallway. Samsara’s aim had been perfect, right at the 
center of Roger’s forehead, and yet the man had evaded the shot 
without even trying that hard. 


Samsara tucked her pistol back inside her coat. 
“You can step in anytime you feel like it, Reiram.” 
Reiram aimed his edge-rifle at Roger. 


“Tch, yes ma’am.” 


He emptied his three chambers in quick succession. Each of the 
shots careened past Roger as he swiftly swayed out of their path. 
It would’ve been an incredible feat to behold, were it not also 
indication of the threat level Roger held. 


“Tch, that certainly amounted to nothing! What a bother.” 


Reiram quickly jammed a fresh set of bullets inside his rifle’s 
cylinder. 


While following Roger’s movements, Reiram had noticed 
something rather interesting. It was a small detail, one that he’d 
previously missed entirely, understandably so, for Roger had 
been hiding his face beneath his hood. 


His eyes. 


It was a subtle tic, but as he fought, Roger’s eyes kept jittering 
all about. Reiram’s theory was that Roger was channeling his 
astral ability to augment his own nervous system by using 
electricity, effectively giving him superhuman reaction time. It 
wasn’t farfetched. During his travels, Reiram had come across a 
variety of Astral Bearers, each with astral abilities more 
fantastic than the last, and many of them with more than one 
obvious use. 


If one was to assume that Roger’s basic ability was the power to 
generate electricity within his body and emit it in concentrated 
bursts, then his applications for the ability were truly inventive. 
This would also suggest that he had formed his pact with his 
partner astra fairly long ago; it took great deal of time, effort 
and training to expand and control one’s astral abilities to such 
a degree. Truly, Roger Jolovia was not an opponent to be taken 
lightly. 


Reiram was about to give his adversary another taste of his rifle, 
when the lightning-clad man suddenly threw his arms wide, 
sending tendrils of electricity from his fingertips to form a web 
between him and the walls of the cramped battle arena. With 
the speed of an aurora wolf dashing at its prey, Roger rushed 
forth. The web of crackling energy got pulled behind him, 
scorching dark trails along the walls. 


Reiram let his rifle respond with its own crackling, emptying his 
weapon once more. Each of the bullets flew past Roger as he 
shifted from side to side to avoid them. 


Roger leapt to twirl in the air, and collected his field of 
electricity into a mighty bundle. 


Reiram and Samsara retreated in unison, just in the nick of time 
to avoid the mass of blue sparks crashing down from above, like 
an enormous claw made out of electricity. The energy collided 
with the floor — thunder exploded throughout the hallway and 
echoed deep into the rest of the building. 


Roger kept eyeing his opponents through the raging sparks of 
death, his expression sunken in the depths of solemn 
determination. He would not yield, he would give no quarter, 
he would not stand down until his mission was complete. 


In the face of such mighty adversary, Reiram and Samsara 
couldn’t help but anguish over their powerlessness. How could 
they overcome a force of pure thunderous will? 


* k k 


Ejrica’s desert-chinchilla-stare gleamed softly as her gaze 
locked with Dani. Her eyes were endlessly cute and soothing, 
clashing with the sharpness of the tattoos framing them. The 
collision of two drastically different moods that Ejrica was able 


to give with a simple glance was enticing, inviting Dani to keep 
exploring the allure of her appearance; her skin with its hue of 
dark delectable treat, a stray lock of hair falling over her ear like 
the world’s cutest little corkscrew, and the way that the curve of 
her lips melded together with her strong cheekbones. Moreover, 
all of her graces were accentuated by the air of poise and loyalty 
flowing from her. It was hard, no, impossible, for Dani to avert 
his gaze from the mysterious dark beauty. 


A sudden glint of steel lit up inside the pools of ink that were 
Ejrica’s eyes. She tilted her head slightly while scowling at Dani. 
A snappy call for the boy’s attention whistled between her lips, 
a sound that somehow managed to be a whisper and a shout at 
the same time. 


“Dani.” 


It took Dani a prolonged second to realize that his mind had 
drifted on its own adventures of fancy while staring at Ejrica’s 
attractive, alluring, all around astounding appearance. 


The boy answered with a gulped whisper. 

“Yea... right, sorry.” 

“Are you okay?” 

“Tm fine. In fact, I’m great. Ready when you are.” 
“Well, ’ve simply been waiting for you.” 


Dani took a quick glimpse behind the corner that the duo was 
leaning against. 


At the end of the hallway, there was a trio of security officers 
blocking their path. The men in white uniforms, rifles flung on 
shoulders, were listening on a transmission from their 


colleagues via a pocket radio. Dani and Ejrica waited for the 
group to be done with their call before advancing on them. 


Dani drew an arrow from his quiver, careful to make as little of 
a rustle as possible. The Adventurer still had one gas-arrow on 
hand from his encounter with the aurora wolf. 


Dani turned the corner and released the arrow to dart across 
the hallway. The arrow burrowed inside the wall right next to 
the white-clad men, catching the attention of the soon-to-be- 
helpless prey. A second after the impact, the capsule attached to 
the arrow opened, releasing a thick cloud of white gas that 
instantly engulfed the trio. 


With harsh coughs and choking yelps, the trio slumped on their 
knees. The fumes proved victorious over one of the security 
officers, who dropped down face first and stopped fidgeting on 
the spot. The remaining two managed to just barely crawl free 
from the cloud, wheezing for fresh air. 


Their relief would be short-lived. 
It was Ejrica’s turn now. 


She dashed towards the duo of security officers struggling to 
stand up. The first one was given no time to react, only receiving 
a sharp kick across his face before his lights went out. The 
second one managed to put up a bit more of a fight, but no more 
than drawing his steel baton, for by then Ejrica was already 
upon him. She made a dashing leap, continuing gracefully into 
a twirling kick aimed at the man’s stomach. As the tip of Ejrica’s 
foot drilled into the man with a brutal-sounding puff, the man 
gasped out a pitiful gurgle and dropped to the floor. 


Two strikes, two knockouts. Ejrica was undeniably a hardened 
warrior and a master of her craft. 


Dani joined his companion while whistling in admiration. 


“Man, that was a total trashing you gave these guys! I certainly 
wouldn’t like to be on the receiving end of one of your kicks...” 


“Then you only need to make sure not to get on my bad side.” 


“Heh, Pl make a note of that. But it’s kinda funny how nicely we 
complement one another, ain’t it? It’s like we’re meant for each 
other!” 


Dani fished for Ejrica’s gaze while smirking trickily. Ejrica met 
him with eyes widening in surprise, though quickly calming 
down to mere confused glaring. 


After a moment of prolonged silence, Ejrica shuddered and took 
a decisive step away from Dani. 


“Wh-What is that? Stop doing that!” 

“Doing what?” 

“Well... that! Staring!” 

“Sorry. I just can’t help it. You’re a captivating sight to behold.” 


Ejrica’s cheeks twitched haphazardly, inviting the corner of her 
eye to join the quivering dance as well. She bit down on her lip, 
like trying to fight her words from bursting out. 


The exotic lady turned away from Dani and stomped down the 
hallway. 


“We don’t have time to joke around. Let us continue.” 


“Its no joke... but you’re right, another time then, once we’re in 
the clear.” 


The pair made their way deeper inside the building in search of 
Dani’s friends. 


Dani kept laying sneaky peeks at Ejrica as they went, until she 
returned the favor, her stare stinging like a riled hornet. 


“You are inching dangerously close to getting a taste of my foot, 
Dani.” 


“Hehe, I like your sense of humor!” 


“Pm serious! You’re making me paranoid. It feels like there’s 
something constantly lurking behind my back if you keep 
looking my way.” 


“Well, you guard my back, and I guard yours, that’s what friends 
do.” 


“Just focus on the trail ahead, will you...” 


Dani and Ejrica arrived at one of the corridors close to the 
center of the building. From the balcony-esque walkway, the 
vista lent itself to a view at the upper and lower floors. Dani 
turned to peer over the guardrail and down to the lobby of the 
building, where a large bronze statue in the shape of an open 
palm greeted the Adventurer. 


Continuing on, Dani’s footsteps kept mingling with Ejrica’s soft, 
almost soundless stride, filling the void of silence in the building 
with a static tap tap tap tap... 


Dani felt an annoying itch in his heart, one that he couldn’t 
scratch — obviously. In the short span of time that Dani had 
known Ejrica, her voice, her demeanor, the subtle tapping of 
her bare feet, the whole lady, really, had already carved a nest 
for herself deep inside Dani’s soul. He would like nothing better 
than to just chat her up, about whatever, it didn’t matter, just as 
long he got to hear her speak. 


It would be impossible to explain in full, but Dani simply knew 
that Ejrica was the epitome of something feeling right — the 
rightest he’d ever felt about anything in the history of feelings! 


“Y’know, it’s actually a bit surprising that you yourself haven’t 
applied to become an Adventurer, Nekaro.” 


“Where did that come from all of a sudden?” 


“Eh, nowhere in particular, just a musing. I mean, you’d 
certainly have the chops for it. Or rather, the kicks for it.” 


“You really think I would make a decent Adventurer?” 


“Are you kidding? Totally! You’re like the most adventurous gal 
I’ve ever met. I bet everyone at the Guild would be thrilled to 
have you.” 


“I guess being a badass doesn’t hurt, should one wish to become 
an Adventurer?” 


“Yup! But actually, I wasn’t thinking about just that. Rather...” 


Dani halted abruptly and turned to face Ejrica. With curiosity 
filling her eyes, the lady did the same. 


“...1 think the Guild could always do with more people like you. 
People who are willing to just throw themselves at danger for 
the sake of others, even folks who they barely know. Few are 
ready for something like that. I think that your soul, Ejrica 
Nekaro, is the truly badass thing about you. I’m really glad that 
you’re here with me - so thanks!” 


Dani allowed his unabashed adore for Ejrica to shine on his face 
in the form of a sunny grin. 


Ejrica’s lips began forming the start of a sentence, one that she 
quickly snuffed out by biting her lower lip. She averted her gaze 


from Dani. Her eyes darted around the emptiness of the 
hallway, like trying desperately to find a point to grab hold of, 
lest her thoughts drift out of focus. 


“I appreciate you praising me with such lofty words, Dani. 
Though I feel like you should save your thanks until we’ve 
emerged from this peril.” 


“Yeah, sorry, I usually tend to just blurt out all that Pm 
thinking.” 
“Don’t be sorry. I think honesty is an admirable virtue.” 


Ejrica’s chinchilla-eyes gleamed with sincerity, the dark ink 
inside them swirling about, writing a message to Dani - 
speaking of revere and mutual bond. 


Dani’s heart danced a celebratory jam while he basked in the 
feelings that one simple sparkle in another person’s eyes could 
entail. Perhaps it wasn’t impossible to hope that Ejrica would 
feel the same way about Dani as he felt about the exotic beauty. 


“Nekaro... I...” 


Suddenly, Ejrica took a quick step closer to Dani and covered his 
mouth with her hand. 


“Mmmffmmf?!” 
“Shush... listen...” 
At first, Dani heard nothing but silence. 


Then, steady clapping of footsteps, two sets of them, coming 
their way from one floor below. It was impressive that Ejrica 
could sense the steps coming from such a distance away. 


The steps came to a stop right below Dani and Ejrica. The pair 
remained perfectly still, careful not to expose their position to 


the unknown arrivals. A moment of hush later, the people 
underneath them were revealed to be yet another patrol from 
the security force - a transmission from their pocket radio 
began pouring out a crackling static. A woman spoke through 
the buzzing: 


“All units, this is Rio speaking. Communications with several 
patrols throughout the building have been cut off. The terrorists 
are on the move and making quick work of our forces. Everyone 
who're still receiving this message are to gather at west wing, 
focus your power to protect the laboratories. Whatever you do, 
do not let anyone enter. This is of the highest priority. Once 
again, give no quarter, execute any outsiders on sight, this order 
comes directly from the top. Rio out.” 


The voice of the lady cut off. 


Immediately after the call, the hallway underneath the 
eavesdroppers got filled with groaning and frustrated steps 
pacing about. 


“Come on, man! What the hell are those clowns doing?! How on 
earth can they muck up things this badly?!” 


“Dunno.” 


“Shit! This was supposed to be an easy job. I didn’t sign up for 
stuff like this.” 


“Quit complaining! Let’s just get to the labs, alright. Or do you 
wanna get on Rio’s bad side?” 


“Miss I’ll-Smack-Your-Teeth-In? No way, man! Pd rather let the 
terrorists end me right here and now. That woman... she... she 
has issues.” 


“Tch, you ain’t been here long enough to know a thing about 
issues.” 


“Oh, yeah? Well frankly, I don’t really wanna know.” 


A shudder of such proportions shook the two guards that it 
could be felt even on the floor above. 


“..Youre right. Let’s just move.” 


The footsteps continued on, fading away fast, and were gone 
just as suddenly as they’d appeared. 


Only after perfect silence surrounded the spying pair did Ejrica 
remove her hand from covering Dani’s mouth. 


“They seemed quite startled.” 
“Yeah, and I doubt that’s entirely cos of us.” 
“You mean your friends are also causing a fuss?” 


“Mmhmm. That Rio lady was pretty adamant about the whole 
shoot-on-sight -thing... I hope the guys are all okay.” 


“Pm sure they are. So, what should our next move be?” 


“Still nothing much to go on... hmm... I can’t shake the feeling 
that there’s something real fishy going on here, not that I mind, 
I like fish... hmm... I guess we could try going to the west wing? 
That sounded important, wonder what they’re hiding there.” 


“Whatever you decide, I’m here with you until the end, Dani.” 
“Thanks, Nekaro. Right then, west wing it is!” 


With a shared nod, the pair hurried after the security officers 
that had passed them by a moment ago. 


* k k 


“Pm telling you, Miste, that Kazer fella is somehow involved in 
all of this!” 


“Sounds like bit of a stretch. A mere dirty look doesn’t make a 
villain out of anyone. Besides, he’s clearly an asshole to 
everyone ‘round the clock. Doesn’t sound like anything to be 
majorly alarmed about.” 


“That’s... a pretty good point actually. But still... I mean, doesn’t 
all of this feel like there’s some piece of the puzzle still missing? 
For example, we still have no clue what Roger is after, I certainly 
can’t think of anything.” 


“Hmm...” 


Zeriah and Miste had made good progress climbing down the 
building. There had been no signs of the white-clad security 
people along the way, except for the ones lying around from the 
trashing Samsara and Reiram had given them. 


Miste halted once the couple made a turn for a corridor littered 
with over a dozen men, all slumped in a variety of awkward 
poses. 


“You guys were thorough...!” 


“To be precise, Samsara and Reiram were thorough. No action 
to spare for me.” 


“You sound almost disappointed.” 


“I won't lie, I would like to work off some steam myself. This 
whole situation grinds my gears!” 


Zeriah reached for Miste and clasped her hand. 


“Pm so glad you are safe. If I had found you in anything short of 


“It’s alright now, Zeri. Here I am - all fine and peachy!” 
“Its a lucky break for every sad soul here that you are.” 


Zeriah couldn’t help the anxious itching crawling under his 
skin. The strength of Samsara and Reiram had cast a shadow 
over Zeriah’s own fledgling skills — he was once again brought 
face to face with his own inadequacy. He would still have a long 
way to go until he was the man he desired to be. The man Miste 
deserved. 


Before Zeriah could slip any deeper inside the endless murky 
pool of doubt that awaited him in the depths of his mind, Miste 
suddenly brought herself to lean on his shoulder. Her presence 
was soothing. Simply by being there, the girl was always able to 
mend Zeriah’s spirit; everything truly was fine. 


Miste’s warm smile filled the air around the couple. She nuzzled 
her cheek against Zeriah. 


“How could I ever be anything less than fine and peachy when 
I have so many awesome friends who care for me?” 


“Haha! Yes you do. Just leave everything to us.” 


“Pm actually a bit surprised that Samsara and Reiram let you 
come along.” 


“Samsara was against it, but Reiram convinced her otherwise.” 


“Shocking! Not only that, but they also let you come looking for 
me all on your own?” 


“Well, I didn’t leave them much of a choice. Reiram was actually 
the one who talked Samsara over.” 


“Even more shocking!!” 


“Tell me about it. It’s almost like Reiram was taken over by 
someone else entirely. There was none of the usual: Blah blah, 
you kids are in over your head, blah blah, you striplings have a 
death wish, blah blah... I don’t know, maybe he’s finally starting 
to mellow down?” 

“...Or maybe he’s given up trying entirely?” 

“Also a possibility.” 

“Well, whatever the case, I’m glad you’re here!” 


Miste led the couple forth, dragging Zeriah by his hand. 


Gratitude for one simply being there, huh...? I guess good enough 
is good enough... for the moment. 


The couple was about to make a turn at the end of the hallway 
when an explosive boom whooshed from the depths of the 
building, leaving the howl of thunder to echo in their ears. 


The sound was eerily familiar to the two of them. 


A thunderstorm raging within an enclosed space could only 
mean one thing. Reiram and Samsara must’ve encountered 
Roger. Hopefully they were doing okay! 


Zeriah could see Miste’s expression blooming with worry. Her 
feet were about to lead her right back the way they came from 
to help her friends. Before Miste could bring any such plans to 
fruition, Zeriah tightened his grip on her hand reassuringly. 


“They'll be all right. Let’s leave it to them, the last thing they 
need is us coming to complicate things further.” 


Miste answered with a gloomy nod. 


“I guess youre right.” 


A heavy metallic screech resounded right next to the couple, 
making them jump from fright. At the crossroad of corridors, 
the barrier that had a moment ago blocked the way to the left 
rose upwards and returned back inside the ceiling. The couple 
was left staring at the newly-opened path in confusion. 


Unbeknownst to the youngsters, the reason for the sudden 
spasm in the building’s security lockdown was due to the battle 
that had just begun between Reiram and Samsara, and their 
opponent, Roger Jolovia. 


Earlier that day, Roger had used his electrified powers to tap 
into the building’s electrical grid, placing the entire skyscraper 
along its electrical systems under his control. Implementing his 
control over the machinery took a certain amount of focus from 
the man; it was akin to acquiring several sets of new limbs, each 
of them reacting to the whims of his nervous system. Once 
Roger’s attention had focused on his battle with the two 
swordmasters, his grip on the security system had slipped, 
causing sudden shifts in the placements of the barriers. 


“Why in the-!” 
Zeriah’s thought was cut short as another screech of metal 


shifting sounded right above him. 


Acting on instinct, Zeriah shoved Miste away from him and 
down the corridor. The last sight that Zeriah got of the girl was 
her thumping to the floor, before a mighty sheet of solid steel 
slammed down from the ceiling and right between the two 
youngsters. 


The couple got separated, both of them left staring at the metal 
barrier that had just sealed the corridor shut. 


“Are you Okay, Miste?!” 


The only answer resounding from the other side of the wall was 
a muffled scream followed by something heavy slamming 
against the plate of steel. The sound repeated in fury as Miste 
kept hammering on the metal with her fist reinforced by 
Ygedrazil’s power. 


The girl’s voice came out soft, drowned by the thick metal 
between them, even though she was clearly screaming at the 
top of her lungs. 


“Zeri!! Zeri!!” 
“Don’t bother, it won’t budge!” 
Zeriah pressed his palm over the cold metal. 


“Miste, listen to me. Get yourself out of here, Pl find another 
way around and-” 


“No! I won’t leave you! I won’t!! I won’t!!” 


“Miste, please! I don’t want anything else than to see you safe. 
Just... do this for me, I beg of you.” 


Silence settled on the other side of the metal. 


Suddenly, the part of the wall where Zeriah rested his palm 
gathered in warmth. It was subtle, but noticeable. 


Zeriah’s lips curled up. 
She found my hand. 
Miste’s voice returned. 


“Zeri. Promise me you'll make it out. I want to fulfill my dream 
with you, I want us to become Adventurers together. So, 
promise me, alright?” 


“I promise.” 


“Swear it!” 
“Okay, I swear — [’ll be right behind you, Miste.” 


“And don’t you dare break that promise, you hear me!? 
Otherwise I’ll never forgive you!” 


“Hmm, an ultimatum, huh? I guess I have no choice but to 
survive now.” 


“Tsk... That’s real nice, making fun of me at a time like this...” 


“Heh, sorry. I’m serious though, I’ll see you real soon. Wait for 
me, okay?” 


“Yeah, and then Pll give you the biggest huggzy-squeezey ever! 
You better be looking forward to it!” 


“T already am. Go!” 


The warmth emanating from the other side of the barricade 
drew distant, and a string of running steps sent the girl on her 
way. Zeriah didn’t pull his hand away from the icy metal until 
complete silence had returned to surround him. 


x OOK OK 


Zeriah retraced his steps back through the winding hallways, 
quickly finding himself on one of the balcony-esque corridors 
with a view down to the lobby. He stopped for a moment to 


collect his thoughts, taking support from the guardrail that 
separated him from the freefall waiting right beside him. He 
had no clue what path he should take to see himself out of the 
building. Since the security system had suddenly decided to 
have a temper tantrum, any and all paths might either be open 
or closed — it was yet another random roll of dice! 


Peering down at the lobby, which loomed at the end of a dozen- 
floor-fall, gave Zeriah a sense of vertigo. 


“Bah, why did I choose to become a swordsman?! If I had rather 
invested on something like Dani’s wire-equipment, I would 
simply zip down right here!” 


A graceful tap of a boot against marble echoed behind the 
corner closest to Zeriah, crisping his thoughts. He turned to face 
the direction of the sound, steeling his gaze in anticipation. 


Zeriah drew his sword. The rasp of metal mixed with the 
crackling of knuckles as he squeezed the handle with both 
hands. 


The nearly weightless bootsteps turned the corner to meet the 
boy. 


In her white uniform, with her luscious hair masking half her 
face, bright pink lips cold and emotionless, her aura beaming 
with ice, the woman named Rio stood before Zeriah. 


Without a word, she reached for her belt, drawing out her sleek 
one-hand sword from its sheath. She dashed for Zeriah. Her 
doll-like stare oozed with approaching death. 


VERSE #18: PUPPET MAKER 


With the speed of a rock hurled to careen along the surface of a 
frozen lake, Rio’s nimble feet carried her through the corridor. 
Before Zeriah could properly react, she was already upon him. 
He had barely the time to turn his blade to catch the incoming 
attack. 


Rio’s sword collided with Zeriah’s, sending numbing vibrations 
up his arms. The power behind the woman’s attack felt like a 
sledgehammer. A slicing pain on Zeriah’s right arm made him 
loosen his grip on his weapon, nearly dropping it. Regrettably, 
the wound he’d received from his clash with Kaidou was yet to 
heal fully. 


Zeriah fixed his posture, only to have another crushing whack 
landing against his sword. 


Rio’s strikes kept coming at a steady beat, each backed by 
massive power, making Zeriah grit his teeth. As much as Zeriah 
hated to admit it, in Rio’s case, looks were a tool to deceive; he 
would’ve never believed that such a graceful and slender 
woman could pack so much strength in her sword-arm. Rio was 
just as fast as Kaidou, and each of her strikes equaled the full 
blunt of Reiram’s edge-rifle. 


Zeriah was severely out-matched, all he could do was aim his 
weapon to repeatedly block Rio’s strikes. 


Between the swift slashes of metal that filled the air between 
the fighters, Zeriah caught glimpses of Rio’s deadpan face. The 
dissonance between the woman’s blank stare, and her repeated, 
hateful, viper-like lunges felt eerie to say the least. Rio wouldn’t 
betray her emotions on her face, but her blade made her 
opponent feel everything she held inside. The way Rio 


hammered her weapon down again and again over the 
platidium edge of Zeriah’s sword packed such pent-up fury, the 
tint of metal and boiling bloodlust could be tasted in the air. 


Zeriah was driven to pace backwards as Rio kept up her assault, 
never giving her opponent an opening to collect his bearings. 


This is bad! If I don’t find a way to break her rush, Ill be 
overwhelmed! 


A scheming tactic crossed Zeriah’s mind. He would’ve preferred 
to settle things with his skill alone, but alas, under the threat of 
being mauled by the marionette-esque woman, he had no 
luxury to be picky with his strategies. 


“So, this is what you do, huh? Clean up after your Master? Any 
real man would take care of these kinds of things himself! Tch, 
despite his high and mighty talk, I guess your Master really ain’t 
all that!” 


It was small, nigh insignificant, but there was a brief glitch in 
Rio’s rhythm, just large enough window that Zeriah could nudge 
in an attack of his own. 


The two blade-wielders smashed their weapons against one 
another. Rio was quick to recover from her fumble and caught 
Zeriah’s blade effortlessly to lean on her own. Now, the two of 
them stood chest to chest, with rasps of metal filling the air as 
steel and platidium ground up and down against one another, 
the two weapons forming the shape of enormous scissors. 


Between the V-shape of metal, Rio’s doll-like stare drilled at 
Zeriah. Even though Rio was holding on to her blank gaze, her 
brows began curving into a subtle scowl. It was as if she was 
building a final desperate barricade across her face, holding 
back a flood of emotion from crashing forth from the depths of 
her soul. 


Yes! Seems like I managed to make a decent cut. Let’s try for 
another... 


“Baw, did I hurt your poor little fee-fees? I bet you’re glad that 
haughty boss of yours ain’t here to see you struggle against a 
mere novice!” 


Zeriah’s words were an ember flung at a powder keg -shrieking 
fiercely, Rio lunged forward with explosive will. The weapons 
unlocked their embrace, and Zeriah was forced back a few 
paces by Rio’s sudden spurt of vigor. The woman followed her 
push with a springy kick aimed at Zeriah’s stomach. 


The boy was sent off his feet, landing on his side a few meters 
further. 


After scampering back up from the floor, Zeriah found Rio 
standing calmly, right at the spot where she’d been a moment 
ago. She was giving Zeriah time to recover, a notion which made 
the young swordsman cringe over his crumbling pride. 


I still let myself underestimate her... If words bite, then I guess she 
bites back. She’s crazy strong! 


A single stray curl had defected from the luscious veil of hair 
which covered half of Rio’s face, sticking out messily. The 
woman swiped the runaway lock back amongst its kin while 
flicking her head to the side. The tresses fell perfectly in place. 


Rio sighed voicelessly, clutching her sword tighter with a 
crunch. 


The scowl that hung above Rio’s doll-eyes began twisting 
deeper. Her lips twitched, like something was pricking the 
woman from the inside. Her eyes fell shut, and she winced, 
clasping her chest in anguish. When she slowly opened her eyes, 
the deadpan ice in her stare was gone. Now, her eyes poured 
forth an intense blaze, evoking the might of a volcanic stream, 
extinguishing all life unfortunate enough to remain in its path. 


It was crazy, but Zeriah could swear that the color in Rio’s eyes 
had changed from clear blue to hot scarlet. 


The woman kept her magmatic gaze nailed on Zeriah as she 
spoke, each of her words just barely seething past her clenched 
teeth. 


“T will not allow any more ill spoken of Master Kazer!” 


Rio’s hand dropped from her chest and reached for the metal 
baton hanging from her waist. 


“I consider myself a merciful individual, so Pl give you a 
chance. Submit to your fate, and I shall grant you a quick and 
clean death. Resist further, and I promise you that Fl be making 
your last moments breathing very, very uncomfortable.” 


The double-spiked tip of Rio’s baton began emitting sparks, 
forming a current of electricity to flow between the two points. 
The woman approached Zeriah with a quick, confident stride. 


Zeriah drilled his stance against the marble floor, placing his 
sword in front of him to meet the woman in battle once more. 


“Do not screw with me! Like hell I would just surrender! Show 
me your worst!” 


As Rio drew closer, her lips twitched to form a smile, thin 
enough that it could barely be called one. A whisper flowed past 
her lips, one that made Zeriah shiver by its delivery; a hiss of a 
serpent after blood. 


“Thank you... for giving me such a treat...” 


Rio dashed the final steps at Zeriah and thrust her sword 
straight for his chest. Zeriah was able to parry with a sloppy 
swing of his own blade. Rio’s sword-hand flung to her side, and 
at the same instant, she brought her left hand holding the 


electric baton to swing at Zeriah. The boy was forced to back 
away clumsily to avoid the baton’s buzzing tip. 


The following exchange became a desperate struggle by Zeriah 
to keep dodging the strikes from Rio’s two weapons. The woman 
was Clearly experienced at dual-wielding, supporting each of 
her baton and sword strikes with a follow-up attack from the 
other, forming an impenetrable wall of slashing, piercing and 
scorching death in front of her. 


Zeriah couldn’t find a single opening in Rio’s pattern. He was 
driven backwards like cattle by the woman’s clearly superior 
skill, now elevated monstrous by her added weaponry. 


Dammit, dammit, dammit! I can’t keep this up for long. The hell 
am I going to do...?! 


Seeing no way out of his ever-tightening situation, Zeriah began 
tossing around ideas for desperate maneuvers. Whatever he 
was going to do, he’d have to do it fast. 


Zeriah made a sudden dive to the side, sliding on the floor while 
swinging at Rio’s feet. The woman was unfazed by this abrupt 
attack; a swift hop over the blade saw her unscathed by the 
boy’s pitiful effort. 


As she landed, Rio took a quick jab at Zeriah with her baton. He 
tried nudging away from the current of electricity, but in vain. 


As the sparking tip of the baton connected with Zeriah’s chest, 
an intense pain crashed throughout his body. He was burning 
all around, tiny needles of fire pierced the core of his being, it 
felt like his skin got slashed from a thousand spots at once. He 
wanted to scream, but couldn’t summon the strength. It was the 
most brutal agony Zeriah had felt in his life. 


Pll... die... 


The sensation lasted for only a second, as Rio quickly retracted 
her weapon. In the aftermath of the shock, Zeriah slumped on 
the floor. He was unable to control his movements. His limbs 
kept contorting and shivering on their own. 


The boy laid helpless on the floor, while the woman looming 
over him peered down, her stare at once intensely cold and 
furiously flaming. She brought her baton slowly closer to her 
prey. 

Zeriah flinched, or rather would’ve, were he in control of his 
movements. He couldn’t bear the thought of receiving another 
shock like that. Amidst his panic, he managed to force out 
words: 


“Why... you... doing this...?” 


“My Master wills it. There is nothing further to explain. It is not 
like it matters anymore anyway.” 


I’m sure he’s behind everything, all that has happened, he’s in 
cahoots with Roger, he has to be! Damn it! Why won’t my arms 
work!!? I have to get up! So that I can bash that Kazer guys face 
in!! 


“He’s... scum... that... makes... you... less than... scum...” 


Rio thrust her shock baton against Zeriah’s skin in a sudden 
nudge of fury. 


The familiar explosion of pain streamed through Zeriah. A mere 
second turned into an eternity as he felt vicious jaws biting him 
from all angles and ripping him to pieces. 


Once Rio relinquished her assault, Zeriah was close to blurting 
out thank you, quickly biting his own tongue to keep silent. His 


eyes turned wet, the only part of him truly responding to his 
feelings. 


The shocks won't kill me, she’s made sure of that. She... she’ll take 
her time with me... I’ve lost... 


Zeriah could do nothing but watch as Rio examined her fallen 
opponent. The woman kept staring at the boy with a whirlwind 
of ice and fire storming inside her eyes. 


“I do not care what you think of me. But I will not have you 
speaking about Master Kazer like that...” 


Rio began to shiver, almost mimicking her foe’s unintended 
twitching on the floor. The hate inside her eyes kept growing in 
sync with her heavy breathing, and suddenly, a stream of tears 
rolled down her cheeks. 


“Master Kazer is such a wonderful man... he has been so good 
to me...” 


At that moment, the last of Rio’s calm doll-like qualities 
crumbled away, and her expression shattered into a mess of 
revulsion. 


The woman began jabbing Zeriah with her shock baton again 
and again. Each stab lasted a moment longer, each stab was 
packed with growing malice, and as she kept up her assault, she 
cried, her voice falling apart into a pathetic gurgle. 


“Master Kazer was so disappointed in me!! It’s all your fault!! 
You people made me lose control!! You and that bitch!! I will kill 
you!! But before I do, I’ll have you experience the pain you’ve 
caused me a thousand times over!!” 


While Rio’s opponent kept suffering under the lightning storm 
she had brewed just for him, the woman slowly lulled into a 


trance, her gaze calming down once more into the doll-like 
emptiness that was normal to her, all the while her tears 
continued pouring out, bubbling from a well of endless pain 
carved inside her soul long ago... 


x OOK OK 


The woman with no family name, called Rio by her parents, was 
born in a kingdom far to the south, beyond the great ocean. It 
was a realm of sprawling flatlands, mighty mountains, and 
grand marble cities. 


The continent of Omenwitt, sharing its name with the monarchy 
that reigned across it, had throughout the eons remained 
secluded from the rest of the world. Less in the sense of 
countries akin to Serestria - whose people rarely traveled 
beyond their own borders, but would otherwise welcome 
foreigners to enter their realm and mingle amongst them - 
rather, the Kingdom of Omenwitt had lived strictly amongst 
themselves across their entire history, shut from outside 
influences. As such, they operated with largely different culture, 
ethics, societal structures and values compared to the rest of the 
world. 


Most blatant difference within the Kingdom’s society was the 
heavy separation between people’s worth determined upon 
birth. The firstborn of each family would be brought into a life 
of opportunity, receiving full citizenship rights and a place to 
continue their family legacy in their parents’ footsteps. As for 
children born to families whom had already received the gift of 
birth once... well, that is where Rio’s destiny came in. 


Since only the first child of any couple was considered a citizen, 
the ones that would follow were no more than cattle, fueling 


Omenwitt’s prosperity by acting as slaves to the rest of the 
people. Each offspring within a family after the eldest child 
would spent their adolescence being trained by their parents to 
perform a variety of tasks, so that they could be of use once it 
was their time to fulfill their purpose in life: being sold to a life 
of slavery by their very own parents. This was the way 
Omenwitt’s society operated, it was simply a cultural norm to 
them, one that only few dared to question, in fear of being 
swiftly silenced. 


Rio was born as the second daughter to a family of wealthy 
merchants with five children in total. Her life was fated to be 
one of servitude. During her childhood, Rio’s father spent a 
great deal of time and effort grooming her, feeding her, as well 
as hiring a teacher to educate the girl in the ways of sword 
dancing, a traditional performance art in the Kingdom. All of 
her father’s efforts were towards making Rio the most 
tantalizing purchase, so that she would fetch the most coin once 
she became of age. 


On her fifteenth birthday Rio would change ownership. A buyer 
had been decided a whole year prior. Her new master was a 
man directing a traveling circus act. Rio’s impeccable skills as a 
sword dancer made her a fitting addition to the man’s troupe of 
performers. 


Rio spent her birthday constantly in tears, fearing the times that 
were ahead of her. Not one person of her family gave her a 
second thought, after all, she was no more valuable than a piece 
of furniture. Even her own father wouldn’t speak to her, rather 
aiming his attention on the transaction of flesh for coin. 


Being a slave, like so many others of the troupe, Rio was forced 
by the ringmaster to wear a shock collar around her neck, a 


standard procedure in the Kingdom. To this day, Rio could still 
remember the feel of the collar choking her day and night, as 
well as every time the ringmaster would punish her with the 
electricity; the sensation of being scorched from the inside 
haunted her. The ringmaster would torture her whenever she 
acted insolent, and sometimes simply for his own amusement. 
The collar was always there, constantly reminding Rio that she 
was nothing but a tool to be used by others. The only times she 
was freed of the wretched thing was when she got the chance to 
bathe, and even then she was always held at gunpoint by one of 
the ringmaster’s goons. The man wouldn’t risk Rio attempting 
an escape. 


Years went by, meandering, turning into a jumbled mess of 
routines repeating. A couple of performances each day, with the 
rest of Rio’s day spent perfecting her act, that being if the 
ringmaster wasn’t in the mood of tormenting her. 


More times than Rio could count she contemplated ending her 
own life, yet never actually having the resolve to go through 
with it, a fact that made her hate herself. Her destiny was truly 
in the hands of others. 


One day, during her performance, something caught Rio’s eye 
in the audience. A man in strange clothing was standing amidst 
the crowd. It was the first time that Rio had ever seen one 
donning the attire they call a tuxedo, as well as the first time 
laying eyes upon someone from beyond Omenwitt’s borders. 
With his fashion choices — an icy-blue tux — anyone would’ve 
considered the man a curious case. Moreover, the man had his 
gaze nailed on Rio, not in the way the crowd usually did, but in 
the way an eagle stares at a skittering lizard before swooping in 


to dine. The mystery man’s ogling nearly threw Rio off her 
rhythm. 


Later that day, as the final performance was over, and the 
troupe had retreated to their campsite, the man with the stare 
of a hunting avian approached Rio. The confidence in the man’s 
stride was unlike anyone Rio had seen. His presence was that of 
an emperor; like no one, absolutely nothing, stood above him. 
He was a man completely in control of his own fate, it was 
disgustingly evident in him. 


Without breaking his air of superiority, the man greeted Rio 
with a bow. It was the only time she could recall someone 
granting her a gesture like that. 


“Such grace and poise in one’s movements. A shame that your 
merit won’t bloom amidst this low-class dirt.” 


Rio’s eyes popped wide open upon hearing the man suddenly 
speak such bold words, though she was quick to hide her face 
by looking at the ground. She was unsure how to react. 


“Hmm? Nothing to say? It is only common courtesy to answer 
when spoken to, you know.” 


Rio could feel the man’s gaze weighting down on her. 
“I... I... thank you.” 


“Thank you? That’s it? Well, I guess that’s at least something. 
What is your name?” 


“R-R-Rio, mister.” 
“Tch, well, it is real nice to meet you, R-R-Rio.” 


The man’s mocking voice made Rio shiver in fear. It was a tone 
too familiar to her. Whenever her owner would be disappointed 


in her, he would always start by ridiculing her before following 
with his fists or a shock from the collar. 


Rio nearly burst into tears once the stranger suddenly caught 
her by the chin and forced her to meet his gaze directly. 


“I asked for your name! If you do not have enough spine to even 
say your own name properly, you truly are worthless.” 


The man drilled Rio with his gaze of a hunter. Although the 
piercing iciness in his eyes emitted imperious strength, deep 
within, Rio couldn’t see true malice. It was different from the 
way the ringmaster would always look at her with utter 
contempt. 


“My... my name is Rio, mister.” 

Upon hearing her words, the man’s look lightened instantly. 
“There, that wasn’t so hard, now was it?” 

“No, mister.” 

The man released his grip while keeping his gaze locked on Rio. 
“T am Clint Kazer.” 

A moment of silence settled between the duo. 

“You aren’t much of a talker, Rio.” 

“Pm sorry...” 

“Not a critique, just an observation. I rather like it.” 


Never before had anyone used the word like to describe Rio. 
She’d only been called adequate at best. 


Confusion filled Rio’s mind. What could this man possibly want 
with her? She felt awkward having Mr. Kazer simply staring at 
her in silence. 


“Could I perhaps help you with something, Mr. Kazer?” 


“Not in particular. I’m simply passing by, seeing the sights and 
such.” 


“I... think I understand. Then perhaps, could I fetch you a 
refreshment? Tea?” 


“Don’t really care for tea. A cup of coffee on the other hand 
would be just the thing.” 


“Right away, Mr. Kazer.” 
“If you’d be so kind, Rio.” 


A moment later, as Rio was returning with Mr. Kazer’s coffee, 
she found the man speaking with the ringmaster, or rather, the 
ringmaster was bellowing his lungs out at the man. 


“I don’t know who the hell you think you are, but I certainly 
don’t appreciate people fondling my property! Now scat, before 
I have your Zirinian ass dragged across the town and beat the 
living crap out of you!” 


While the ringmaster was foaming, Mr. Kazer kept his icy stare 
glued at him, unfazed by the threats thrown at him. A subtle 
yawning gesture that Mr. Kazer performed with his hand made 
Rio let out an accidental snort of a laugh. She regretted her 
outburst of emotion immediately as the ringmaster got wise to 
her return. 


“There you are! What are you thinking lollygagging around with 
some Zirinian scum!? It seems like it’s time for a lesson, yet 
again. You really disappoint me so, Rio!” 


The ringmaster brought out his remote control for the shock 
collar. 


Rio closed her eyes, whimpering in fear of the pain that would 
follow. But there was no pain. 


A crunch, followed by howl of anguish reached Rio’s ears. 


As Rio opened her eyes, she found the remote lying on the 
ground, and the ringmaster’s hand mangled up inside Mr. 
Kazer’s grip. 


“Urgh! What are you doing you crazy fool!? Let me go!” 
Mr. Kazer did as was asked of him. 

“Such a brittle little man.” 

“What did you say! ?” 


Rio was frozen in place. Seeing the ringmaster’s face beaming 
red, a vein on his forehead near bursting from rage, made Rio 
dread what would happen next. Mr. Kazer was now crossing a 
line that he wouldn’t be able to back away from. 


Ignoring the ringmaster for the moment, Mr. Kazer turned his 
attention to Rio. With nonchalant stride, the curious stranger 
walked beside Rio. He eyed at her hands in waiting. A moment 
later, Rio realized that Mr. Kazer was waiting for his drink. She 
presented the steaming cup for the man. 


“Here you are.” 

After a sip, Mr. Kazer gave Rio a thin smile. 
“Thank you, Rio.” 

“It was nothing, Mr. Kazer.” 


“It would’ve been such a waste if you had dropped the cup now, 
after you went through the trouble of fetching it for me.” 


“Really, it was nothing, Mr. Kazer.” 


Rio’s heart thumped violently against her chest. 


Mr. Kazer’s imposing hunter-eyes lingered on Rio, making her 
feel like some helpless creature clinging on to the last moments 
of its life before being gobbled up. And yet, at the same time, the 
sensation of danger was interlaced with another feeling: 
dependability. Rio felt something that she’d never experienced 
before; she wished that Mr. Kazer’s eyes would stay on her 
forever. 


“Tell me, Rio, do you like working for this man?” 
“Huh?! I~” 


The ringmaster hollered with a voice that cracked under the 
weight of his crumbled pride. 


“Hey, hey, hey! What are you trying to pull here? You wanna 
buy that insolent wench? Well too bad, ‘cause I ain’t selling!” 


‘Pm merely having a conversation with Rio. She was nice 
enough to fetch mea beverage. Now do you mind leaving us be.” 


“You... cheeky prick!” 


Seemingly losing interest in the ringmaster’s words that rang 
hollow, Mr. Kazer kept chatting up Rio. 


“Pll ask again, do you like working for this brittle, insignificant 
man?” 


“No, Mr. Kazer.” 
“And I can’t see any reason why you would. Good answer.” 
“Mr. Kazer, why exactly are you here?” 


“Ah, I was on a trip, searching for a certain... hmm... let’s say 
person of note. I found what I came for and I am now returning 
to my homeland.” 


“T see...” 
Mr. Kazer took another sip of his coffee. 


“But before returning home, I figured that I really should get a 
souvenir, something to commemorate a successful trip. 
Something pretty... a doll perhaps?” 


“Mr. Kazer...” 


“Pm a busy man, so I have no room for useless people in my life. 
True merit is not having power over others, nor possessing skill 
— it is about putting those assets to their fullest use.” 


Mr. Kazer kept eyeing Rio with the might of a predator that grew 
evermore imposing. 


“Do you believe that you have... no, rather, do you believe you 
could have true merit, Rio?” 


Hearing the man’s words, Rio instinctively raised her hand over 
her neck and gave her shock collar a slight brush. 


“I want to have merit.” 


Mr. Kazer dropped his palm over Rio’s head - making her flinch 
in surprise — and gave her hair a gentle pet. 


“We shall see about that, soon.” 


A panting gust closed in on the pair, and the ringmaster stormed 
by their side, his face now resembling an over-ripe plum. 


“That does it!! You think you can just march in here and act like 
you own the place you Zirinian scumbag—” 


“That is exactly what I’m thinking.” 


The ringmaster’s face contorted into a knot, overwhelmed by 
the anger stirring in him. 


“You will show me respect!! You both will!!” 


The man with the appearance of a bloated fruit sent a sharp 
whistle to vibrate along the winds. A moment later, like a flock 
of vultures dropping down to feast on the carcass of a half-dead 
animal, a group of the ringmaster’s goons arrived at the scene. 


“Boys! This bastard right here doesn’t know his place! Show him 
what we do to scum who think too highly of themselves!” 


The thugs approached Mr. Kazer who was still sipping on his 
coffee. 


“Hold this, will you.” 
The man placed the cup in Rio’s hand. 
“No, don’t! There’s no reason for you to get hurt-” 


“Do not fret, Rio. I won’t get hurt. For it is Z who shall show what 
happens to people who don’t know their place!” 


And at that moment, a slicing wind gathered around Mr. Kazer, 
like a typhoon spontaneously summoned into existence. The 
mass of air pulling towards the man was so intense that the 
people around him were struggling to hold their stance, a few 
of them falling smack on their faces. 


Rio watched Mr. Kazer intently, clasping hold of the cup of 
coffee as hard as she could. 


Mr. Kazer’s face beamed overwhelming sense of superiority, his 
lips curving into a fiendish smirk. 


The storming air current kept drawing tighter and tighter 
around Mr. Kazer, coiling around his arms like invisible snakes. 
The air kept compressing even further, finally slithering 
towards Mr. Kazer’s fingertips, forming a pair of tiny spheres to 


hang from both of his index fingers. He pointed his fingers 
towards the ringmaster’s goons. The two marble-esque orbs of 
condensed air twitched at his fingertips, raring to be unleashed. 


A glint of brilliant ice sparked from Mr. Kazer’s eyes. 
“Disappear.” 


The spheres shot forth like from a cannon, and reached the 
goons in a split second. The air-spheres expanded rapidly, and 
at that instant, a flameless explosion threw all the goons across 
the campsite like a bunch of ragdolls, each of them landing 
wherever. 


As suddenly as it had started, the battle was already over. 


Calmly, Mr. Kazer snagged the cup from Rio’s clasp and 
returned to savor his drink. 


“That cooled things off quite nicely.” 
Rio dropped to her knees as the calm after the storm settled in. 
“How... ?” 


“There are quite the number of wonders in this world, Rio. One 
such wonder was the person I was searching for. I received this 
gift of power from him.” 


Rio couldn’t at the time fully understand what was happening 
around her, though she was now convinced that Mr. Kazer 
wasn’t just any man, but someone truly extraordinary. 


Mr. Kazer took a scan around the area, finally locking on the 
ringmaster who was crawling away among the mangled 
remains of his subordinates. 


“Oh, no, no, no, we still have some business to attend to.” 


Mister Kazer grabbed the man by his jacket and threw him on 
his back. The ringmaster’s face was covered in bruises after his 
forceful smooch with the ground. 


“P—Please, no more! S-Stay away from me, you demon!” 
“Don’t worry, I’m not going to hurt you...” 


Mr. Kazer snatched a dagger hanging from the ringmaster’s belt 
and threw the weapon on the ground in front of Rio. 


« She is.” 


Rio’s eyes darted rapidly between the dagger, Mr. Kazer, and the 
ringmaster. 


“What?” 

“Here is your chance. Sever your shackles, Rio.” 
“Wh-What am I to do?” 

“Aww, you are adorable... Kill him.” 


The ringmaster was about to open his mouth when Mr. Kazer 
stomped down on his throat, leaving the man sounding out a 
hoarse gurgle. 


“Absolutely no manners whatsoever. I’m speaking to Rio here, 
so shut your worthless trap! Go on, Rio, pick it up.” 


Rio reached out for the dagger. She had to summon all of her 
will to fight the quivering that took over her arms. She clasped 
the weapon and brought it close to her chest. 


A rush of a thousand thoughts went through her head. 


All of her fears, all of her suffering, all the times she had cried 
herself to sleep in her despair, all the meaningless tomorrows 
and wasted yesterdays, her whole life had up to this point been 


nothing but an endless tunnel burrowing deeper and deeper 
inside the crust of this wretched planet with no light, no hope, 
no love, not a speck of basic decency to be expected from a 
single soul, not one... And now, she was standing at the crux of 
her life, she held the power to change fate, to steer her own path 
towards something else, anything else. 


But, was she capable of going so far as to snuff someone else’s 
flame, so that she herself would be free? 


“I... Pm not a murderer.” 


“Rio. These people, they do not see you as anything more than 
cattle, an animal. Why should someone so insignificant as this 
dirt under my boot have a say over anyone’s life? The thought 
alone makes me sick! He is nothing, these people are nothing, 
they are less than nothing. I say, they are the true animals - 
beasts, covetous, gluttonous! What have they ever sacrificed to 
claim their desires? Nothing! Their lives are given to them on 
platters of silver while they themselves step over the ones less 
fortunate than them!” 


Rio dropped her gaze to the ground. She couldn’t bear to meet 
Mr. Kazer’s eyes, the eyes of a vicious hunter, one so sure of 
himself and unafraid to take control. 


Rio was scared. She dreaded to take the plunge. What if she 
wasn’t good enough to make it on her own? What would she 
even do on her own? She had no place to go. 


“I can’t.” 


“You said you wanted to have merit. You will never be more 
than trash in the eyes of these people. I, on the other hand, can 
see the untapped potential within you, Rio.” 


Mr. Kazer’s words were enticing, caressing Rio’s soul, making 
her heart beat so vigorously. No one else had ever made her feel 
so wanted. 


Rio lifted her gaze to meet the man. 
“Will you take me with you?” 


“Hmm? Well, well, aren’t we hasty; already making career plans 
before you’ve made your resignation final?” 


“Pm serious. I want to follow you, Mr. Kazer, to be by your side 
for as long as I breathe.” 


“Those are some grandiose words, Rio. I have ambitious visions 
for my future, dreams that won’t be reached by just anyone. You 
do understand that I have no need for superfluous people by my 
side. Your life beside me would be no different from your 
current one: you’d be a tool to be used by me, and only me. 
Would you be willing to commit to me, follow my every 
command, move when I say, halt when I say, and do whatever 
it takes to please me?” 


“I do not care what happens to me past this. I want to follow 
you, Mr. Kazer. If I follow you, I’ve already taken control of my 
own fate, for I have chosen my own master.” 


Mr. Kazer’s expression lit up with surprise. A smile curled high 
on his cheeks. 


“Good answer.” 


The man took yet another sip of his coffee while pointing at his 
feet. 


“Now then, there’s still just one more thing to do. Show me that 
you have the will to follow through on those grand words of 
yours.” 


Rio nudged closer to the pathetic man whom she had called her 
master, her owner, for years. Held down by Mr. Kazer, the 
ringmaster truly looked like a swine placed on slaughter. Rio’s 
hands were still trembling as she clutched the dagger. Casting 
her uncertainty aside wasn’t as simple as she had hoped. 


The ringmaster managed to wheeze out a string of words aimed 
at Rio. 


“You are free... just go... leave me be... you don’t have to~” 
Mr. Kazer tightened the pressure on the ringmaster’s throat. 


“Disgusting! See how this nobody pleads for his life once the 
tables are turned? He’s truly a waste of the air he breathes.” 


The ringmaster’s eyes kept begging Rio to spare him. A look of 
absolute fear gleamed in them; the kind Rio had never 
witnessed on her former master. She was shocked that the eyes 
which throughout the years had shown her nothing but malice 
were even capable of expressing such emotion. 


The fear that kept staring at Rio seeped that same emotion 
within her as well, making the quivering of her hands intensify. 


“Rio. Listen to me. A few drops of crocodile tears won’t undo the 
things he has done to you. He is still the same man you 
remember. This wretched face he now dons is merely his death 
mask. I cannot do this for you — you have to save yourself.” 


After Mr. Kazer’s words, the quivering of Rio’s hands began to 
settle. 


She closed her eyes and allowed her mind to drift inside her 
memories, a pool from which she drank deep. A burning 
sensation of ash filled her throat, for all but one of her 


memories up till this very second in her life were tainted dark 
with suffering. 


Rio thought of every single slap, every whip and every singe, 
every harsh word and every scornful look she had received 
from her former master. She let her hatred for the man bubble 
freely, to fill every fiber of her body. Likewise, she thought of 
how much she loathed her family for treating her like a piece of 
pottery, and how much she despised this kingdom, for letting 
this happen to her. Rio’s disgust for every single aspect of her 
life made her almost throw up. 


Rio lifted the dagger high above her head. She shrieked 
maniacally, and brought the weapon down on the man before 
him. 


A crunchy slither — a groan drowning in blood. 


Rio burst into tears as all of her agony exploded out 
unrestrained. She yanked the blade out of the man’s stomach, 
only to bring it down on him again, and again, and again. 
Screaming her lungs out, Rio kept plunging the dagger inside 
the man in repeat, until there was no more intact skin left on 
the man. 


Rio’s howling turned into frail sobbing. She remained on her 
knees over the corpse of the man, cradling the dagger in her 
hands, palms dripping with blood. 


She regained some of her composure as Mr. Kazer’s hands 
clasped her own. 


“Let’s get you cleaned up.” 


Mr. Kazer brought out a cloth from his tuxedo’s inner pocket 
and carefully wiped the blood from Rio’s hands. His fingers 


were so strong, yet the way he moved them along the contours 
of her palms was so gentle. Rio’s whole body swayed from side 
to side as she basked in the care shown to her. 


Under Mr. Kazer’s touch, Rio’s remaining anxiety melted away. 
Her life up until then faded fast from her mind, like it was 
already far away. That was including her own deed of slaying 
her oppressor, she honestly didn’t care anymore. 


Mr. Kazer helped Rio to stand. 

“How do you feel?” 

“T feel cleansed.” 

“Glad to hear it. Now then...” 

Mr. Kazer caressed Rio softly on her cheek. 
“...Are you ready to follow me, my dear doll?” 


“Yes, Master Kazer.” 
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Rio had sworn her life to her new master. She wished for 
nothing except to be worthy of serving Clint Kazer, the man who 
had helped her escape her past life, the man who had opened a 
window of hope for her. He deserved her undying loyalty. She 
would do anything for him. 


This was of course a tale that no soul — past the master and the 
servant — was aware of. 


If Zeriah was to hear about Rio’s past, what would the young 
swordsman have done? Would he have shown pity towards her, 
or maybe been disgusted by her actions, perhaps tried 
compelling her with words, or possibly backed away from 
fighting altogether? 


Like many questions in life, this what if would also remain as an 
eternal mystery. 


After spending a good while scorching Zeriah with her 
electrified weapon, Rio tossed the baton aside. Her empty stare 
hung over the beaten swordsman like a pair of icicles about to 
drop on him. She lifted her sword above her head. With a swift, 
decisive move, the woman brought her weapon down on 
Zeriah. 


VERSE #19: SECOND WINDS 


The top floor of Muspell Industries echoed with the sound of 
thunder. 


Reiram and Samsara were driven down the hallway by the eye 
of the storm raging only a few meters before them. Roger held 
up a constant barrage of lightning bolts, forcing the two 
swordmasters on the defensive. All they had been able to do for 
the past moment was to avoid the beams of electrifying death 
coming their way. 


Reiram and Samsara were quickly pinned against the end of the 
hallway. Their only method of combat was to act as target 
practice for Roger, and the only path to escape to was the 
staircase down to the lower floors. As far as tactics went, it was 
slim pickings. The duo dashed into the stairwell, losing sight of 
their opponent in the process. 


Once they reached safety, the sound of thunder subsided in an 
instant, leaving ghostly silence to fill the hallway. Nothing 
moved, there was absolutely no sound, no steps, no breathing, 
no nothing. 


Roger wasn’t giving chase. 


Having a moment of peace to think, Reiram began tossing ideas, 
all of them hitting a dead end almost as fast as they were 
brewed. 


Firearms... swords... both useless, Roger is too fast, even with 
both of us coming at him at the same time. His astral ability is 
remarkable, its raw power is one of the most potent I’ve witness 
yet. Not only that, Roger has spent time refining the ability to 
draw out the most of it. I hate to admit it, but we’re outmatched. 


Reiram gave Samsara a scanning look. The lady knight was 
taking rapid, shallow breaths, doing her best to mask her 
exhaustion. A flicker of doubt showed beneath her stoic 
expression. 


We can’t keep this up much longer. Whatever we’re going to do, 
we must do it fast. 


A gentle spike of energy tickling against Reiram’s mind alerted 
him to the presence of his astral partner. Freyja chimed in with 
a cottony tone. 


-Let me try. Perhaps I’m able to reason with Roger. 
Go ahead, at least he won't be able to fry you in an instant. 
-Yes, that is the crucial part... 


Freyja’s presence shifted away, leaving a hollow static to hum 
in her wake, like she was muttering to herself. Reiram’s answer 
was Clearly off the mark from what the lady astra was hoping 
to hear. 


A cloud of crystalline dust gathered at the end of the hallway, 
and from its flashing brilliance Freyja’s projection sprouted into 


being. The lady astra sent a spry smile to the duo of humans 
hiding in the stairwell, before fluttering down the hallway. 


The sound of electricity crackled alive to greet Freyja. However, 
it soon subsided. Roger quickly realized that Freyja was an 
astra; attacking her would yield no results. 


“Greetings, Roger! We haven’t been introduced yet - my name 
is Freyja. I am Reiram’s astra. I was hoping you’d speak to me, 
since this tug of war isn’t getting us anywhere.” 


Roger remained silent. 


“T believe you know this already, but me, my partner, and all of 
our friends are presently staying at your spouse’s inn. Last 
night, we saw how much your family values you, how much 
they’ve missed you. Your son is a sweet boy; hard at work to 
make his father proud.” 


There was no response. 


“You are surrounded by love. It honestly pains me to think that 
you could consider hurting your family like this.” 


Silence as a retort. 


“Miste was actually the first one to figure out your secret. She 
was so saddened, she was crying — and yet, she tried to defend 
you, she said it wasn’t fair. Imagine that! How long have you 
known Miste? A day, tops. I believe that deep inside, Miste could 
see who you really are, not a villain, because that’s the Roger 
she got to know, and that’s why she cares so much. Now 
compare that to the way your own family must feel about you. 
How can you just abandon the trust they’ve placed in you? 
Think about how badly they’ll hurt if you go through with this.” 


Freyja was basically talking to a wall, for there was not even the 
slightest reaction from the man. 


“Please, Roger! Your family needs you.” 


Freyja’s naturally balmy and energetic voice cracked bit by bit 
as she kept reaching out to the emotionless statue that was 
Roger Jolovia. In the end, despair took hold of Freyja, making 
her voice crumble entirely into fine dust. 


“We’ve traveled for so long, Reiram and I, and we’ve witnessed 
so much suffering! So much useless hurting! I don’t want to see 
it anymore! So I beg of you, Roger, stop this! It is not too late!” 


Suddenly, a voice of a stranger sounded out a thunderous roar. 
It echoed from afar and swirled throughout the top floor of the 
building. 


“Enough!!” 


Beside Roger, a tiny spark of azure energy flickered into 
existence, wobbling like a candleflame painted blue. The flare 
kept pulsating, ballooning, and morphed outward into jagged 
spikes of overflown energy. An explosive crackle blasted the 
phenomena apart, like a cocoon splitting open, and a furious 
creature emerged from inside it. 


Its body was weaved out of lightning, with two beastly paws 
reaching out to claw the floor. It had the face of a lion, 
surrounded by a mane of sparking sapphire flames. Behind it 
was a mighty tail, created from paper-thin sickles interwoven 
as a chain, long enough to reach out to the end of infinity itself. 


The imposing creature towered behind Roger, leering at Freyja. 


“Do not insult my Bearer!!” 


The lightning-laced beast closed the distance between it and 
Freyja with a roaring leap. It circled around the lady astra, with 
judgment pouring from its gaze. 


“Do you honestly believe we haven’t meditated this fully? You 
clearly understand nothing! We are following the path that will 
see our loved ones safe. We are protecting them; our own fates 
are trivial.” 


Freyja followed the sapphire astra with her gaze as the two 
conversed. 


“And you are fine with all of this?” 


“Now you insult me! Roger’s soul is like iron; it conducts me 
well. We have been together long enough for me to know 
everything about him. I love my partner, and I would do 
anything for him. Wouldn’t you?” 


“I would.” 


“Then you must see, this is the path we tread together, we’ve 
already made our peace.” 


“So, innocent people getting hurt don’t mean anything to you 
two?” 


“When it comes to seeing our family safe we have to accept 
certain sacrifices.” 


“Hmpf, I recently met another astra with similar mentality to 
yours. A small vixen, more sightless than her blind Bearer. She 
tried so hard to make her Bearer happy, even going so far as to 
directly contradict her sense of justice.” 


“I have no use for your anecdotes, Freyja! I’m growing weary of 
this conversation!” 


The sapphire beast roared out, with lightning lashing through 
the hallway. Freyja stood her ground and stared at the beast, 
caring little about her fellow astra’s bellowing. 


Reiram couldn’t help but feel sorry for Freyja. No matter how 
diligently she attempted to end the conflict peacefully, and no 
matter how much she kept pouring her soul out, it was all too 
clear that her efforts were null. 


A metallic snap steered Reiram’s attention to Samsara; the lady 
knight was loading her pistol. 


“I can see that your partner is quite the different person from 
you, Reiram.” 


“Indeed she is... In what sense, in particular?” 
“She seems to honestly care about the people around her.” 


Reiram flashed a wincing smirk. He wouldn’t deny it. Samsara’s 
remark at his expense was fully-deserved. 


Freyja was an eternally young soul, gleefully open and beaming 
with life. Though her eccentricity was sometimes irritating, 
Reiram couldn’t deny that the lady astra also had her soothing 
qualities. It was reassuring to have someone watching over his 
shoulder. 


During their encounter with Miranda and Viekas, Freyja had 
been beyond upset over the actions of the foxlike astra. The 
feeling emanating from Freyja upon her realizing that Viekas 
was puppeteering Miranda had been akin to the lady astra 
throwing up from revulsion. Later that night, it had taken a 
drawn-out back and forth between Reiram and Freyja to make 
the lady astra finally calm down: 


“I would never do something like that to you! You do trust me, 
right Reiram?” 


“T do.” 

“I really mean it, Pd never-!” 

“T know.” 

“For an astra to do such a thing to their partner... it’s just so—!” 
“Easy Freyja. It’s alright now.” 

And so forth... 


Freyja was a caring spirit, often times unhealthily so, for she 
tended to take all the pain around her to heart. She was truly 
the white to Reiram’s black. 


I think it’s a tad unfair to compare Roger and his astra to the 
situation with Miranda and Viekas. Although, I guess Freyja is on 
point with the sightless part... Hmm... sightless...? Maybe that 
could work... 


Reiram pulled his coat from covering his shoulders and folded 
the garb over his arm. 


“Sammy, I have a plan. Follow my lead. We go in with an all-out 
attack.” 


“What? Do we have some new trump card? How’s this going to 
be any different from before?” 


Reiram raised his arm holding the coat. 
“T hope you are a decent blind shot.” 
Samsara’s brow twitched subtly in surprise. 


“I see. Alright then, lead the way.” 


Without delay, Reiram leapt out of cover. 


In the hallway, he was met by Freyja’s projection, alongside the 
astra in the form of a sapphire beast. Both of them stared at him 
with shock and confusion. Further down the hallway, beyond 
the two astra, stood Roger. Reiram focused his attention on the 
man and ignored the astra - after all, their presence was 
nothing but an illusion. 


Samsara’s boot clapped down behind Reiram, notifying him of 
her position. Reiram flung his coat in front of him. The garb 
opened to flutter wide, blocking the line of sight between the 
two gunslingers and Roger. 


“Now! 39 


Reiram dropped on one knee and emptied his edge-rifle, 
punching three clean holes into his coat. A single shot swooshed 
over Reiram’s head, creating a fourth hole as Samsara fired her 
pistol. 


After that split second, the coat flumped to the floor. 


A groan of anguish seeped through Roger’s clenched teeth as he 
hunched to his knees. 


Reiram’s plan to circumvent Roger’s heightened eye-to- 
movement reaction by blocking the incoming attack from view 
had worked perfectly. Out of the four bullets, one of them had 
pierced Roger’s left leg. A trail of blood trickled into a murky 
pool over the marble floor. 


Judging by the damage left behind, Reiram assessed that the 
connecting shot had to have belonged to Samsara. 


Tsk, I guess she is rather excellent blind shot! 


A steely click sounded next to Reiram’s ear as Samsara reloaded 
her weapon. 


“Finally, progress!” 


With no time to revel in their victory, Reiram and Samsara 
dashed down the hallway and towards Roger. Once they passed 
the pair of astra on their way, the projections of the ethereal 
beings flickered out of existence. 


Roger’s body blazed up once again with electricity, and the man 
unleashed a haphazard volley of bolts at the advancing 
swordmasters. The furious roar of his partner, the sapphire 
beast, crashed throughout the hallway. 


“Cowardice is thine essence!! Be crushed by nature’s fullest 
might!!” 


Reiram and Samsara had several close calls while skirting past 
the blasts of lightning shot towards them. However, they were 
already too close to allow themselves falter now, and as such, 
they reached Roger in a matter of seconds. 


Samsara took the lead and drew her katana for a rising slash. 


A cornered beast is the most dangerous one — at least that’s what 
they say... 


Roger gathered up all the vigor left in his body and leapt away 
wildly to escape Samsara’s strike. The man landed on his back, 
continuing his move into a backwards roll that brought him into 
a kneeling stance. 


The projection of the sapphire beast reappeared via a flash of 
lightning, standing proudly beside its Bearer. 
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As Roger fixed his gaze upon his opponents, all the energy 
circulating him streamed into his eyes, sparking out like tears 
made of burning blue light. The man’s roar melded together 
with the thunderous bellow of his astral partner. An enormous 
pillar of concentrated lightning exploded from Roger’s body 
across the hallway, aimed squarely at Samsara. 


At that instant, spanning less than an eyeblink, Reiram’s feet 
pulled him violently towards Samsara to shield her from the 


attack. He didn’t think, his action was all instinct. Only after he 
had already placed himself between the lady knight and the 
beam of deadly hot light did his mind register Freyja’s desperate 
scream calling for him. 


—Reiram!! Save her!! 
I know... 


The attack hit Reiram’s back. A superheated lance pierced his 
skin, its tip licking against the bone of his spine, melting it in 
half, the heat quickly spreading out to scorch his entire body 
from the inside. The attack wouldn’t kill Reiram, such was the 
nature of his own astral ability. Yet, in the brief moment before 
the river of lightning dried out, Freyja’s presence caught hold of 
Reiram’s soul and hugged him tightly, like comforting him on 
his death bed. Reiram was grateful of Freyja, for she took his 
mind away from the agony. 


After the attack fizzled out, so did all sound, a perfect void of 
hush filled the hallway. An unpleasant smell of burnt flesh 
floated in the air. 


A ticklish sensation spiked throughout Reiram’s body as his 
astral ability began immediately mending his damaged cells. 
Still, Reiram had to fight with all his will just to regain enough 
control over his jittering body to aim his gaze at Samsara. The 
lady knight was staring at him, her eyes and lips trembling. 


“Reiram...?” 
“Don’t worry... This isn’t enough to finish me.” 


Samsara’s face ignited with a bright smile as she heard Reiram 
respond to her. Her smile was beautiful. For a glimpse, Reiram 


saw before him the same young woman whom he remembered 
from sixteen years ago. 


Samsara swiftly hid away all excess emotion behind her default 
stern look. 


“Tch, I know that.” 


The lady knight squeezed both her hands firmly around her 
katana and pistol. 


“Reiram... I’m so... Thank you.” 


“Don’t mention it, little Sammy. It would’ve been a shame to let 
you go now, after all these years.” 


“Is that so...?” 


The familiar buzzing of electricity sounded behind Reiram. 
Different from before, it was lacking in gusto, like someone 
coughing out a distorted scream. Roger’s stamina seemed to be 
at its limit. 


Reiram reached out for Samsara’s arm. He grabbed the barrel 
of her pistol and lifted it against his chest. 


“Do it.” 


A spark of bewilderment flashed across Samsara’s face. Soon, 
that flicker blazed up into a flaring grin, and she pulled the 
trigger. The shot pierced Reiram’s chest. The hot metal quickly 
slicing through him felt almost soothing compared to the 
punishment from a moment ago. 


The sound of electricity cut off abruptly, followed by a thump 
against the marble floor. 


With a stumbling step, Reiram turned around to peer at Roger. 
The man was resting on the floor, unconscious, with another 
pool of blood gathering underneath his pierced shoulder. 


Hmpf... that’s two perfect shots... way to go little Sammy... 


Reiram stepped aside to lean against the wall, blood trickling 
down his chest and staining his clothing. His astral ability would 
soon heal him good as new; he would just need a brief timeout. 


Samsara marched towards Roger. The beastly projection of the 
man’s partner astra loomed over his body, staring at the lady 
knight in silence. Samsara gave the sapphire beast a glimpse 
from under her brow. 


“Pm sorry we had to do this.” 
The astra kept staring at Samsara with waiting eyes. 


Samsara activated her katana’s heat-mode and kneeled next to 
Roger. She took a moment to check Roger’s pulse before 
proceeding to cauterize his wounds with the gleaming-hot 
blade. 


“There, that should keep him from bleeding dry.” 
Samsara turned her full attention to the sapphire beast. 


“I don’t fully understand everything yet, but I assure you, on my 
honor as a knight, I will get to the bottom of the situation. Once 
everything is revealed, your partner shall receive a fair trial and 
be judged accordingly.” 


Without uttering a word, the beastly sapphire astra dissolved its 
projection and flashed out of existence. 


Samsara released a sigh of deep relief and sheathed her katana. 


“Such dignity in defeat.” 


A glimmer of iridescent dust floated through the hallway and 
settled beside Reiram. Freyja’s projection emerged into view. 
The lady astra was holding herself inside her own embrace, 
wearing a face of frustration. 


“Forgive me, Reiram... I tried... I really did... and yet... I was 
unable to help.” 


“Don’t worry about it. You made an effort, that’s what matters. 
And we managed to overcome Roger in the end - all three of us 
together.” 


Freyja pulsed with suddenly intensifying shine. 
“Oh, Reiram!” 


She brought herself closer to Reiram, pretending to lean against 
his shoulder with her ghostly form. At the same time, Reiram 
felt her presence twirling inside him, caressing his soul with 
hands like silk. 


Samsara joined the duo. 
“Don’t get too comfortable just yet. This isn’t over.” 
“Yes, ma’am.” 


The lady knight aimed her gaze deliberately away from Reiram 
as she spoke. 


“I hope you don’t hold any delusions that anything has changed 
between you and I. Admittedly, facing Roger alone would’ve 
proven far too much for me, and I’m grateful you were here. 
That being said, I still hate your guts.” 


“Hmpf, fair enough.” 


A pair of timidly advancing footsteps emerged into the hallway. 
Sur Muspell peered out from his office while still remaining 
halfway inside, like a mouse feeling the air outside its nest. 


“I take it’s safe to come out?” 
“All clear, Mr. Muspell.” 


The man hurried to meet his saviors, though slowed down his 
steps as he passed Roger’s slumbering form. 


“Ts he...?” 
“He is out cold, but very much alive.” 


“T see, that’s a relief to hear. He honestly isn’t in the blame. Clint 
is the one behind everything! I don’t know exactly what he’s 
after, but he made sure that Pd stay in my office. He had Roger 
guarding me, I believe Clint used his family to extort him.” 


The tone in Sur Muspell’s voice was one of endless 
understanding. He clearly held no malice towards his employee 
who had betrayed his trust. 


How cruel for a man to be so loved and appreciated, yet forced to 
betray said notions under the influence of scum like Clint Kazer. 


-I couldn’t agree with you more, Reiram. It’s utterly appalling! 
We’ll make that bastard pay for this. 

-Is that a promise? 

Count on it! Let’s go Freyja. 

Yes! 


Reiram’s astral ability worked its wonders, his body was 
starting to feel like new. The man collected his coat off the floor, 
examining the bullet holes dotting the backside. 


Bah... and I just got it stitched back together... Oh well, can’t be 
helped. 


—Tee-he-hee, with the amount of sewing you’re getting done, you’d 
make a great housewife, I think! 


Hard to argue. 


Reiram flung his attire over his shoulders, feeling the tickle of 
Freyja’s tittering inside him. 


Sur gave the enigmatic lady floating beside Reiram an admiring 
look. 


“Oh...! Please excuse my boldness, Mr. Reiram, but could this 
beauty accompanying you be an astra?” 


Freyja fluttered closer to Sur, gliding a loop around him in a 
gleeful manner. The beauty graced the captivated man with a 
flirty giggle. 


“Why, but I am! A real-life-no-kidding astra! My name is Freyja. 
Might I be the first of my kin crossing your path, Mr. Muspell?” 


“Truly you are, Miss Freyja. It is a wonderful honor to make 
your acquaintance.” 


Sur tried offering his hand for the ethereal lady. His hand 
slipped right through Freyja’s image. The lady astra was quick 
to mend Sur’s flusterment with a gentle smile, a beam of 
condensed starlight. 


“Do not be alarmed. The form before your eyes is an illusion of 
sorts. My true essence resides inside my Bearer, etched to his 
soul.” 


Sur kept staring at Freyja. Giddy excitement filled the company 
president’s eyes, like a kid dreaming of the vastness of the 
world. 


“What an incredibly fascinating critter...” 
“C—C-Critter?!!” 


“I would very much like to interview you about the wonders of 
astra. Would that be possible some time, Freyja?” 


“I guess it’s alright...” 


Reiram cracked a thin smile as he felt Freyja’s presence 
squirming inside him. Sur’s choice of words when describing 
the lady astra was apparently less than desirable. 


“Come on, Freyja. We should be on our way. There’s still work 
to be done.” 


“Fine... Until next time, Mr. Muspell.” 

“Pm looking forward to it.” 

Freyja dissolved her projection into a puff of glimmering dust. 
Reiram started towards the staircase at the end of the hallway. 


“Little Sammy, take Mr. Muspell and get yourselves out of here. 
I'll see if I can catch up to Clint.” 


Samsara huffed out a sigh, not bothering to hide her annoyance. 


“T guess there’s no point in arguing over it? Very well, do as you 
like. Just be cautious, you hear me?” 


Reiram gave Samsara an assuring grin. 


“As cautious as my missions permit me, little Sammy.” 


The elder Adventurer dashed into a run. Soon, Sur and Samsara 
were left alone amidst the calm that had finally settled after the 
thunderstorm. 


Sur aimed a scanning look up and down Samsara. 
“Little Sammy?” 


“Ugh, it’s a long story...” 


* k k 


Rio’s sword hovered over Zeriah like the blade of a guillotine. 
The woman who had been appointed as his executioner held no 
qualms about her grim assignment. She had no need for a hood, 
no reason to hide her face in shame from her helpless victim. 
She merely stared down at the boy with her emotionless doll- 
eyes. 


In a moment, Zeriah’s life would end. 


He was powerless. His body jittered uncontrollably, as the 
shocks from Rio’s electric baton had left his nervous system in 
the state of utter chaos. No matter how hard Zeriah tried seizing 
control over his limbs, the best he could accomplish was the 
tiniest curling of his right index finger. 


The light reflecting from Rio’s blade blinded Zeriah. The cool 
floor underneath him seeped shivers through his spine, 
foreboding, for his entire body would turn icy soon. 


Zeriah wanted to scream out — if only someone would hear him 
and come to his aid — yet he couldn’t muster the strength. 


I don’t want to die, I can’t, I have to return to Miste, I promised 
her I would, I can’t let it end like this, come on, move damn it!! 


Zeriah’s body remained indifferent to his pleas. 


Someone, anyone, a miracle, Pll take anything, just don’t let me 
die like this... 


Time was running out fast for him. 


Amidst the blinding gleam of metal above him, Zeriah saw Rio’s 
blade plummet towards him. 


* k k 


On the other side of the building, Dani and Ejrica were making 
their way towards the laboratories located at the west wing. 


The path laid before them zigzagged wildly along samey-looking 
stairwells and corridors. Much of the building had been blocked 
off by steel barricades, and as such, the pair was largely forced 
to take the long way around to their destination. 


After a lengthy climb up a series of seemingly endless steps, they 
arrived once more at one of the balconies at the center of the 
building. Dani took a brief peek around at the different floors. 
The sense of roominess was a nice change of pace to the 
cramped hallways that all felt exactly the same. 


In the midst of Dani’s aimless gazing, a far off ruckus suddenly 
snatched his attention. Across the massive space of nothing that 
pierced the building from the center, on a balcony a few floors 
lower, there were two familiar folks. One was resting — the other 
one just about to slash him. It was a scene that made Dani’s 
heart bounce up his throat. 


“Woah, woah, woah!! That ain’t right at all!” 
Ejrica joined Dani to peer at the distance. 


“What is it?” 


Dani drew his crossbow and aimed at the adjacent balcony. 
With zero hesitation, he took the shot. 


* k k 


At first, Zeriah couldn’t understand what had happened. One 
moment, the blade of an executioner was speeding for his neck 
— the next, said blade vanished from Rio’s hand via a sharp 
metallic chime. The woman seemed to share Zeriah’s confusion, 
peering around in terror-filled surprise. 


A voice backed by chirpy slyness echoed from afar. 


“You, lady in white, strike me a freeze-pose! You saw how 
precise I am with this thing, so don’t force me to do anything 
both of us will regret, okay!? Hey Big-Z, you doing alright or 
what!?” 


Zeriah nudged his head to the direction of the voice. He saw 
Rio’s sword lying further down the corridor, along a familiar- 
looking arrow. 


Dani?! 
“Come on Big-Z, answer me!! Don’t tell me you are...” 


Whether because of the sense of relief surging through Zeriah, 
or the fact that he’d been given a generous moment to rest 
without a fresh shock of electricity, he managed to seize control 
over his right arm, at least somewhat. Zeriah slammed his hand 
against the floor in a flailing motion. 


“Alright Big-Z! Y’know, you really scared me for a second there! 
Can you stand?” 


Nothing to do but try. 


Zeriah concentrated his resolve once more, this time receiving 
better results. Slowly, his body began to respond to his 
commands. In a stumbling and drawn-out manner, he managed 
to crank up on his knees. He lifted himself to stand by leaning 
against the guardrail of the balcony. 


A look over the chasm beyond the guardrail revealed Dani 
standing on the other side of the building. His crossbow was 
aimed squarely at Rio. Beside him stood a peculiar, exotic- 
looking woman; she was a stranger to Zeriah. 


There were close to a thousand questions that Zeriah wanted to 
ask. He decided on the shortest one he could grasp. 


“How are you here?!” 
“We crashed through the window!” 


Somehow the answer didn’t surprise Zeriah; Dani seemed keen 
on taking the elevated route. 


“Hope you don’t mind me butting in on your duel, Big-Z!” 
“Are you kidding?! You saved my neck! I’m glad you’re here!” 
“Aww, well I’m glad to be here too!” 


Dani’s sunny grin was at once hugely out of place, as well as 
inspiring, drawing out a similar smile from Zeriah in response. 
His body resumed to his control bit by bit, while his heart 
resonated with his friend. Soon, Zeriah managed to stand 
straight properly, although his arms and legs felt like they were 
encased in lead. 


“Did you find Mystic-M yet?” 


“Yeah, she’s heading outside.” 


“Nice! Mission accomplished! Oh, by the by, this treat for the 
eyes next to me is Ejrica Nekaro. Turns out she was the hooded 
mystery person from before. I can’t wait to introduce you guys 
proper. I tell ya, she ain’t all about that rosy outside, she’s got 
some elegant thorns to her too!” 


The dark lady threw an agitated glimpse at Dani while biting 
her lip. She waved a discreet salutation to Zeriah. 


“It is pleasant to make your acquaintance. Big-Z, was it? That is 
a... unique name.” 


Zeriah mimicked Ejrica’s slightly flustered wave. 
“The name’s actually Zeriah Walz. It’s good to meet you too.” 


Dani removed his crossbow from pointing at Rio, and turned to 
strut down his own path. 


“Alrighty, it seems that my job here is done.” 

“What?!!” 

The combined what from both Zeriah and Ejrica echoed across 
the emptiness separating the groups. 

Dani sent Zeriah a crafty grin. 


“This is your fight! Time for round two! Go get her!” 


Ejrica was about to say something, but was cut short as Dani 
gave her a calming hand gesture. The young Adventurer cupped 
his hands around his mouth, as if his next words were vital to 
be heard loud and clear. 


“Mystic-M believes in you!! And so do I!! Show us what you’re 
made of, Big-Z!!” 


“Wha-?!” 


“Nekaro and I will be heading for the west wing. Apparently, 
there’s something or the other going on. We’ll check it out. Let’s 
meet up later!” 


Dani dashed away, with Ejrica somewhat reluctantly following 
behind him. 


Zeriah was left alone, in a state of utter shock. Dani’s inability 
to read the situation was baffling. 


“I have been repeatedly electrocuted!!! You imbecile, come 
back!!!” 


Whether Dani was still within an earshot or not, he didn’t 
answer. 


Zeriah’s arms weighted a ton, and his body was aching all over 
from fatigue. He was in no condition to fight. 


And yet, he had no other choice. 


Rio dashed for her sword further away. Zeriah reached for his 
own weapon lying at his feet. The two combatants turned to face 
each other, both of them firmly clasping the handles of their 
metallic lifeline. 


Rio launched towards Zeriah like a marionette dragged from its 
strings, doing as it was commanded, never minding any of the 
unexpected events unfolding around it. All that mattered to her 
was that her enemy would end. 


Zeriah drilled his stance against the floor, preparing to meet the 
coming assault. 


Though what was he to do? Nothing had changed. 


What am I doing? I can’t beat Rio, she’s too strong! I should just 
run! I’ve never even won a single actual duel with anyone, so how 


am I supposed to win against someone provenly better than me? 
When I fought Reiram back in Llyra, all I could do was get up and 
up again and just throw myself at him. The only reason I managed 
to win in the end wasn’t because of my strength, it was because of 
my weapon’s unique design. I cheated! 


Zeriah’s knuckles looked like they were frosted with powdered 
sugar as he kept squeezing his weapon. 


Miste made this sword for me! She poured her soul into it, giving 
her everything so that I could pursue my dream! I want to be 
worthy of such a gift, I want to be worthy of all the trust placed in 
me... 


ok OOK Ok 

“Ta-dah! Happy birthday, Zeri!” 

“Woanh! Is this for me?” 

“Of course it is, silly. It’s your birthday. Go on, try it out!” 


The sword felt perfect. The weight, the balance, the length - all 
superb. Its twin blades would never rust or dull, nor break 
under any might. 


it... Pm not worthy.” 


When Zeriah tried offering the sword back, Miste simply shook 
her head and folded her arms defiantly. 


“It’s not a prize for being successful — it’s a gift to help you 
succeed! I want to see you become just as awesome!” 


“Miste...” 


“But you'll get to use it only on one condition — promise me that 
you will never doubt yourself.” 


With the love of his life showing him such devotion and 
admiration, how could Zeriah have refused? 


“Alright, I promise!” 


Miste smiled at him in response, the way she always would: 
with the warmest, most beautiful red flickering on her cheeks. 


“You know, I’ve always believed in you, Zeri, ever since the first 
day we met!” 


* k k 


I cannot betray my friends’ trust! They wish to see me succeed, 
and so I will! Rio, you are nothing but an obstacle for me to clear 
on my path towards my dream! 


An idea came to Zeriah, a joined effort by his mind and soul. His 
weapon would see him through this hurdle. 


Zeriah remained perfectly still until the very last possible 
moment, waiting for Rio’s attack. 


She swung at him from the right. 
Now was the time to spring his trap. 


Instead of using his sword, Zeriah blocked the attack with the 
scabbard, hiding one of the twin platidium blades inside. Rio’s 
sword slashed the wood, drilling inside the casing with ease. 
However, as the blade reached the platidium waiting within, the 
momentum of the attack stopped. Rio’s blade got stuck on the 
scabbard. 


A thin smirk stretched across Zeriah’s face. His plan had worked 
perfectly. 


Zeriah gave the scabbard a quick twist, yanking Rio’s sword 
right out of her hand. He quickly mustered all of his remaining 


strength into a sharp punch from the right. The strike landed 
neatly under Rio’s eye, giving off a satisfying crackle, followed 
by a pain-stricken cry. The woman tumbled backwards and fell 
to the floor. 


Zeriah sheathed his weapon and made a quick step towards Rio. 
The woman was cradling her swollen, bleeding cheek in 
delirium. Zeriah finished the fight by whacking Rio across the 
face with the scabbard of his sword, dropping her out cold. 


In the ensuing silence, all the tension and anxiety lingering 
within Zeriah exploded into a triumphant holler. The young 
swordsman slumped down on his knees to have a rest. 


I won...! 


The joy of success, along the relief from the fact that he was still 
alive were immeasurable. And yet, deep in his being, Zeriah felt 
the jaws of shame gnawing on him. It was a hollow victory. He 
had been able to pull through today, but only barely, and once 
more by resorting to trickery over skill. 


The past week had forced Zeriah to realize that the world was 
far more dangerous place than he preferred. He knew in his 
heart that he would need to get stronger, and fast, if he was to 
protect the one he loved the most — the person whose love in 
return helped him past his adversities. 


VERSE #20: TWO FOR THE PRICE OF ONE 


“Are you absolutely sure that your friend will be alright by 
himself?” 


“Don’t you worry about Big-Z, he’ll pull through!” 


The hallways of Muspell Industries’ west wing were the same as 
everywhere else in the building: murky marble floors, plain 
walls extending into infinity, undecorated, monotone 
beigeness, all cast under dim lights from the rows of spherical 
lamps hanging from the ceiling. Turn after turn, a new vacant 
corridor was waiting for Dani and Ejrica, followed by another, 
then another, and after that... oh, would you look at that, yet 
another one! 


Dani couldn’t wait for him and Ejrica — along with everybody 
else — to be done with their mission, so that the gang could get 
some well-deserved shift in scenery. 


“Man, how long is this gonna go on anyway? I feel like a ratin a 
maze!” 


“Why are you complaining? You’re the one who wanted to go 
exploring.” 


“Yea, true. It’s just bizarre how a short walk indoors can make 
you realize just how much of an outdoors-person you really are, 
y know.” 


“I do know indeed. You and me both, Dani.” 


A good while had passed without a hint of the security force 
patrolling the area. The prolonged calm that had settled around 
Dani and Ejrica felt wrong, like a wordless lie trying to lull the 
two into lowering their guard. 


“We should keep alert; our enemies have most likely gathered 
up somewhere around these parts.” 


“Yup! Eyes ‘n’ ears all peeled up!” 


“And we should try to keep quiet too...” 


A bit further into the depths of the building, the seemingly 
endless corridors fell just short from becoming actually endless, 
leading the duo into an expansive hallway. The walls were 
covered by rows of box-shaped lab spaces with walls of glass 
separating them. 


The two explorers began pacing down the hallway while 
glancing at the cubicles. Inside each room were a bunch of 
quirky equipment and odd gizmos. Dani couldn’t even begin to 
guess what most of them were used for. 


“Here we are, I guess. I wonder what’s so special around here 
that they specifically wanted to keep us out...” 


“I cannot say. It’s unnerving though, we came against no 
resistance on our way here.” 


“Youre right, it’s real weird! That lady on the radio made such 
a fuss about not letting anyone in.” 


Ejrica stopped suddenly and glanced over her shoulder. Her 
eyes tightened to match the sharpness of her facial tattoos. She 
let out a grunting sigh of irritation. 


“We messed up.” 


At that instant, Dani could hear what Ejrica had heard a 
moment prior. Numerous footsteps, two groups of people, 
closing in from both ends of the hallway. Dani and Ejrica turned 
to meet the steps drawing the closest. 


The first arrival was a man donning the familiar white uniform 
of the security force. He emerged from the corridor that Dani 
and Ejrica themselves had just come from. 


Compared to all the other white-clad officers whom Dani and 
Ejrica had faced so far, the fresh arrival stuck out from his peers 


like a sore thumb, or rather an inflated thumb. The man’s 
massive build was like that of an ox. The way he filled out his 
uniform gave the sense that every inch of his physique - 
reaching the height of over two meters — was crafted from pure 
muscle. Dani couldn’t help but wonder what kind of meat the 
man was eating. 


The bulging officer’s steps were fittingly heavy, yet at the same 
time calm and confident. His poised demeanor was further 
emphasized by the casual way he rested his weapon over his 
broad shoulders. He carried a firearm that resembled Reiram’s 
edge-rifle, although given the weapon’s enormous size it could 
be better described as an edge-cannon. 


The mountain-of-a-man peered at the duo of intruders while 
tugging at the pointy tips of his moustache. With his bald head 
and rugged face, the two tiny lines of hair looked like they were 
merely doodled on with a black marker. 


“Now, don’t go making any unnecessary movements, you two... 
Don’t wanna be forced to pump you folks full of holes — yet, that 
is.” 

A group of four additional security guards arrived in the wake 
of the massive man, each brandishing a rifle. The second group 
of footsteps, coming from the other end of the hallway, revealed 
itself to be yet another squad of white-clad officers. In unison, 
both groups aimed their weapons at Dani and Ejrica. The duo 
was trapped between a pincer attack of a dozen rifles. 


“What do we do, Dani?” 
“Can’t do much but try to act cool for the moment.” 


Dani heard Ejrica’s knuckles curling up with a crackle, as well 
as her feet shifting against the marble floor. The woman bit 


down on her lip while taking pronounced breaths. Her 
frustration was bubbling out, though she was making a valiant 
effort to swallow it back. 


The massive man kept eyeing the trapped duo while fiddling 
with his not-so-massive stache. 


“You, shorty, how about dropping that fancy toy of yours!” 


Dani did as he was instructed. His crossbow clonked on the 
floor. 


“Hmm... I was honestly expecting something a bit more 
formidable, considering how much trouble you’ve been giving 
us. I certainly wasn’t expecting to find some kid and a woman. 
Now I feel almost bad for going through the trouble of luring 
you here to trap you. An overkill, that’s what this is!” 


The massive man stopped playing with his facial hair for a 
second to snap his fingers. 


“Oh, right! My apologies - manners, manners. The name’s Rex 
Stouttjaw, you could call me the second in command of this 
band of brothers and sisters in white. That’s Rex Stouttjaw, two 
T's before the J, remember it well!” 


Dani cracked a tiny smile. 


“Dude, your parents really knew how to name their kid. Were 
you perhaps a heavy baby?” 


Ejrica gave her neck an awkward rub. 
“Is that really the most pressing matter here...?” 


“Come on, Nekaro, look at that guy! He’s like two dudes inside 
one dude!” 


Rex interrupted with a pronounced cough. 


“... That aside, I have questions for you two. Depending on the 
answers, I decide whether I let these guys here carve out a new 
set of breathing holes for you. Answer honestly and this’ll be 
over quick and painless. Firstly, why are you here?” 


“Whew... Lemme tell ya, I’m glad to finally meet someone 
reasonable around here-—” 


A snappy growl from the massive man cut Dani short. 
“Just answer the question!” 


“Why are we here? Well, that’s simple. We’re here to help our 
friends!” 


Rex grunted out a chuckle in unamused tone. 
“Fine, fair enough. Then what is your group after?” 


“Another easy one! We’re trying to stop that hooded guy — ah - 
I mean Roger from doing... uh... whatever it is he’s trying to do, 
I guess...” 


“You guess? Wait... what in tarnation are you babbling!? Aren’t 
you in cahoots with him? Do you take me for some sort of 
simpleton?” 


“Nah, not at all. I’m just being honest.” 
Rex leaned slightly forward while wearing a foreboding glare. 


“Pm warning you: I will have you shot. What are you people 
after? You must’ve come here for some reason. Are you thieves? 
Terrorists? Spies for some rival company? It is no use trying to 
deceive us, you are already trapped, so just accept your defeat 
and make things easier for yourselves.” 


Dani threw his arms into an overly pronounced shrug. 


“Look, dude, I don’t know what to tell you! It’s true that you 
caught us alright, it was quite a cunning plan—” 


Ejrica gave her neck another awkward rub. 
“T don’t think it was that cunning actually, we just got careless...” 


“Anyway! We really came here just to help out our friends, who 
are here to help out other friends, who are trying to catch the 
real criminal here. I’m sorry we got off on the wrong foot, but 
we're really all on the same side here, honestly.” 


Rex’s glare deepened. 


“Then how do you explain you two standing right here? Your 
friends are nowhere to be seen. If what you say is true, then you 
have no reason to be wandering around this part of the 
building.” 


“Actually, the sole reason we came here is because we were 
explicitly told that we were not allowed to come here.” 


Dani’s statement left the hallway in a state of shared confusion. 
The group of security guards gave each other asking looks while 
Rex kept on staring at the young Adventurer, eyebrows raised, 
like the man had just heard the single stupidest thing in his 
entire life. 


“You are really starting to annoy me...” 


“Lemme explain. You guys were told to guard this place, right? 
As far as I can see, there ain’t no one but you guys and us here, 
right? Well, I know for a fact that me and Nekaro ain’t here to 
cause trouble, and neither are you guys, so who are you 
supposed to guard this place from exactly?” 


“Enough of your games!! It’s pathetic you think such senseless 
stories would save you! You must think we’re all idiots!” 


“I don’t even know what the heck all this stuff here is for! How 
am I supposed to steal something I understand nothing about? 
There’s something more going on around here, and I don’t think 
any of us has the full picture yet, but that’s exactly what we’re 
here to find out.” 


Rex huffed a coarse sigh while rubbing his forehead. 


“I gave you a fair chance to surrender and spill everything. It is 
insulting that you chose to lie anyway. If you are going to dupe 
us, at least come up with something more convincing.” 


Rex signaled forward with his fingers, prompting the guards on 
either end of the hallway to readjust their aim. 


“This is your final chance! What is your goal? Speak, and speak 
the truth!” 


Regrettably, it was clear to Dani that the truth wasn’t something 
the people around him would listen. 


Dani switched his attention away from the imminent death 
surrounding him and turned to face Ejrica. Behind the exotic 
lady’s steeled expression, a hint of despair was sparking 
through. 


“Nekaro, do you trust me?” 
“Huh? What’s this all of a sudden?” 
“Do you!?” 


Dani peered deep inside Ejrica’s dark, hardened chinchilla-eyes, 
all the while grinning at her sunnily. After a prolonged second 
of locking gazes, Ejrica shook her head slightly. The stiffness in 
her expression melted into a chuckling smile. She slipped out a 
soft moan and nodded. 


“Yes, yes I do.” 


Dani returned the nod. This was good - Ejrica could read Dani’s 
intentions right from his face. In truth, the young Adventurer 
had had an escape plan ready for this entire time, it was simply 
a matter of when to act on it. 


“Hey!! Eyes over here when I’m talking to you!” 
Rex’s bellow sounded out on deaf ears. 


Dani’s attention was nailed on the exotic beauty in front of him, 
and on the silent communication the two of them shared 
through the glimmer in each other’s eyes. 


In the end, Iam a hunter, I have my pride! Getting caught like this 
simply won’t do. Luckily, I have a little trick up my sleeve - 
literally. 


A hidden pocket inside the sleeve of Dani’s shirt held the young 
Adventurer’s trump card: a smoke bomb. He always kept one at 
the ready for situations like this. It was a simple thing to drop 
the tiny sphere on the floor, discreet enough that once anyone 
would catch on to Dani’s trickery, it would already be too late. 


The bomb hit the marble floor with a soft thunk, immediately 
exploding a thick cloud of smoke around Dani and Ejrica. Acting 
on his window of opportunity, Dani snatched his crossbow off 
the floor and loaded up his wire-arrow. The boy caught Ejrica 
by her waist — she threw her arms over his shoulders in return. 


A stampede of boots closed in on the duo. Just as Dani had 
expected; the security guards weren’t daring enough to open 
fire through the smoke, lest they hit their comrades on the other 
side. 


“Don’t let them escape!!” 


Dani fired his wire-arrow diagonally towards the ceiling, away 
from the massive man bellowing orders to his subordinates. 


The arrow drilled onto the ceiling, and the wire began reeling 
inward, yanking Dani and Ejrica out of the cloud of smoke. The 
two emerged from the haze over the heads of the squad of 
white-clad security guards. 


Capitalizing on their opponents’ surprise, Ejrica dropped down 
and landed a drilling kick right on the face of one of the guards 
— an instant knockout. The woman followed up with a spinning 
kick which took out two more guards close to her. 


Dani dropped free in Ejrica’s wake and landed next to one of the 
remaining opponents. A swift bonk on the head from his 
crossbow took care of the guy. 


There were two guards left further down the hallway. 


Ejrica dashed towards the foes, both aiming their rifles at her. 
Unfazed by the firearms, Ejrica dropped to slide along the 
smooth marble. With incredible strength and agility, she sprang 
herself up from the floor using her arms and launched at one of 
the guards like a cannon shot. Both of her feet thumped against 
her opponent’s face, dropping the man from the fight. 


Before the last remaining guard could turn his weapon at Ejrica, 
she spun on her heel and swiped the man’s rifle aside with the 
tip of her right foot, sending the weapon slamming against the 
nearest wall. For a finishing move, Ejrica dropped into a wide 
squat, from which she launched upright while flicking her foot 
to point towards the ceiling, smacking her opponent on the chin. 


Once more, in a mere eyeblink, Ejrica had taken out a group of 
opponents without breaking a sweat. Every time Dani 


witnessed the exotic beauty’s technique in action, it became 
clear that she was truly something beyond special. 


Dani dashed down the hallway and past Ejrica while waving for 
her to follow. 


“Come on! Let’s bolt!” 
“Right!” 


The duo reached the end of the hallway in less than a second. 
However, before making the turn for the following corridor, 
Dani spun around to face the lingering cloud of smoke. The 
other group of security guards was still hidden from view. 


“What are you doing, Dani!?” 


Dani rummaged through the pouches strapped around his belt. 
He brought out a pair of metallic disks with three sharp blades 
sticking out from the rim. 


“T still got a couple more tricks in me...” 


Dani flung the disks down the hallway. Their trajectory saw 
them careening on either side of the hallway and slamming 
against the opposite walls. The thin blades on the discs sliced 
themselves inside the walls, leaving a sliver of the discs to stick 
out. 


A second later, four more guards emerged from the cloud of 
smoke. The timing was so perfect that Dani couldn’t help but 
smile. 


Just then, the two disks lit up with blue sparks and launched a 
current of electricity to flow between them. The guards 
storming down the hallway had no time to stop in time and they 
all got caught up in the string of electricity. After holding the 


group fidgeting for a moment, the current died out, leaving each 
of the guards to slump down on the floor. 


“Impressive!” 

“Heh, ain’t nothing to it.” 

“You handle yourself quite well in a fight.” 

“For real? Nah, get outta here, you’ll make me blush!” 


A heavy stomp booming through the smoke squashed Dani’s 
gloating short. 


“,..Don’t forget about me!!” 


Rex’s rugged frame marched into view. He held the enormous 
hunk of metal that was his weapon down at his waistline. The 
imposing barrel of the cannon was aimed at Dani and Ejrica. 


“It is clear that trying to be fair was a blunder on my part. PI be 
sure to rectify that mistake immediately.” 


Dani and Ejrica leapt into safety behind the corner just as Rex 
fired his weapon. 


A deafening explosion drowned all other sound. A flash of 
bright flame blinded Dani, with a wall of air following in its 
wake to knock the boy backwards. Dani got slammed against 
Ejrica, and the two of them fell on the floor. 


For a second, Dani couldn’t hear anything except a slicing static 
ringing in his ears. 


Through the flashing white that muddled his vision, a hand 
dropped to caress his cheek. 


“re yo... Ka...y...” 
“Whaaat!!?” 


Although Dani knew he shouted, he couldn’t make out his own 
words. 


“re you okay!?” 


Once his senses settled, Ejrica’s face was the first thing Dani 
could see. The beautiful dark ink inside her eyes swirled 
pleadingly. 


“Are you alright? Can you hear me?” 
“Yeah, I hear ya.” 

Ejrica helped Dani to stand. 

“That was a bit closer than I would prefer.” 


There was a humongous, smoldering hole in the wall right 
where the duo had stood a moment ago. 


“Damn! That is insane!” 


Dani and Ejrica peeked behind the corner. With the smoking 
barrel of his cannon pointed forth, Rex strutted towards them 
calmly. 


“One would think a weapon like that had more kickback, but 
this guy is just strolling along like he’s just carrying some 
groceries or something... He’s like majorly roided-out!!” 


“Should we continue our bolting?” 
“Yeah, let’s do just that!” 


As the two dashed away, another cannon shot blasted the 
corner apart. The force from the explosion was potent enough 
to reach the duo and give them a firm shove. 


“He really doesn’t like us!” 


Running down the corridor led the duo into a large gallery. The 
area was filled with pedestals showcasing a variety of alextech 
equipment. It was most likely a museum of sorts for the 
achievements of Muspell Industries. 


Dani and Ejrica took shelter behind a stand showcasing a series 
of miniature statues of obsolete ex-caver models. 


“Let’s wait for that Roid-stachio here. When he gets in range, 
we'll jump him!” 


“Understood.” 


Rex’s hammering steps drew steadily closer. Once he reached 
the gallery, the man remained by the doorway to scan the space 
carefully. 


“Hey! I hope for your sake that you two aren’t just hiding 
somewhere in hopes to jump me. I wasn’t born yesterday, 
y know!” 


Rex aimed his cannon at the opposite end of the gallery and took 
a shot at a pedestal carrying an old-fashioned alexandrite 
engine. The pedestal was blown to smithereens, leaving a fiery 
crater in its place. 


“T will find you two! Whatever it takes! And when I do, you will 
pay for making us look like fools!” 


Dani sprang out from his hiding place to confront the man. 


“Hate to break it to you, but when it comes to causing damage 
around here, you’re quite far in the lead. We aren’t the bad guys 
here!” 


Rex turned his cannon towards Dani. His thin stache twitched 
as a gleeful grin rose to his lips. 


“There you are.” 
“Eep! Guess we are found out, Nek-” 


The glare that Ejrica beamed at Dani was harsh enough that it 
would send a full-grown aurora wolf whimpering away in 
shame. 


Dani did exactly that. 


The boy left Ejrica behind and took a dive behind a pedestal 
adjacent to the first one. 


Rex’s cannon shot flew over Dani’s head and hit the wall on the 
far end of the gallery. Dani continued dashing forth between the 
pedestals while eyeing for his opponent. 


He was close to choke on his own surprise as he saw Rex rushing 
towards him full-steam. With the man’s massive form and the 
huge blade-attachment underneath his cannon, Rex was akin to 
rampaging rhinoceros as he steamrolled through the gallery 
while chasing Dani. 


Rex swung his weapon towards Dani in a mighty arc. The boy 
managed to barely tumble away from the blade. 


“Hey! Watch where you poke with that thing!” 


“Shut up! Every moment you spend breathing is an insult to all 
of us! Now, hold still so I can crush you!” 


“T already told you, we’re not the bad guys here!” 


Rex let out a furious growl as he kept chasing the fleeing 
Adventurer. 


“Enough of your lies!” 


Inside the sprawling gallery, Dani was struggling to keep his 
distance from the rampaging man while at the same time trying 


not to trip on any of the display cabinets and pedestals that 
cluttered the area. 


Dani ducked between two glass vitrines to save his neck from a 
horizontal slash coming his way. Rex’s weapon crushed both the 
showcases, showering the boy between them with tiny shards 
of glass. 


“Come on, dude! Just think for a sec, will ya... We haven’t 
actually done anything yet, right? You guys were the ones who 
started shooting at us no-questions-asked.” 


Dani leapt backwards to avert the follow-up attack crashing 
down from above. Rex’s weapon sunk inside the floor, creating 
a tiny crevasse on the spot where Dani had been squatting. With 
a mighty roar, the massive man yanked his weapon free. 


“We have received our orders, and we are to follow through on 
‘em. To protect this company from all outside forces is our 
sworn duty.” 


“So... what, you’re just going to follow your orders blindly? Even 
though it’s more than obvious that there’s something funkily 
wrong going on?” 


“It is not our place to question orders. If we lose our faith in the 
higher ups, the result would be nothing less than anarchy.” 


Dani jabbed his opponent with a sneaky eyeballing. 


“Oh, that’s funny, cos the way I reckon it, you already have your 
doubts, don’t you?” 


“What was that!?” 


“You must’ve sensed it yourself, that something isn’t quite right 
with your orders. Otherwise you’d have stuck to your guns and 


shot us on sight instead of trying to interrogate us. Am I right, 
or am I right?” 


“Th-That’s...” 


There was a brief moment of genuine hesitance on Rex’s face. 
This doubt dissipated as suddenly as it had risen. A shake of the 
man’s head left him in a state of full composure. 


“Even so, I am a man of duty! Hm...?” 


Soundless steps were closing in on the massive man from 
behind. Somehow sensing the danger, Rex swiftly turned 
around to face Ejrica who was winding a kick at the man. 


Ejrica’s leg was intercepted by Rex’s cannon. 


A painful-sounding thonk! vibrated through the gallery. Ejrica 
retreated with a clumsy hop. She gave her right leg a couple of 
sharp whips to shake off the numbing ache. 


Rex lunged at Ejrica with the tip of his enormous weapon. The 
blade missed Ejrica by a hair as she bent backwards to form a 
beautifully curving arc with her body. She rolled out from 
under the blade and placed distance between her and her 
opponent with an acrobatic vaulting jump. 


Rex wouldn’t let up. Instead, he gave chase while slashing at 
Ejrica with the heap of sharpened metal. 


Ejrica had no trouble skirting past each of the strikes aimed at 
her. To Dani, it looked as if Ejrica was merely dancing around 
the deadly blade, such was the essence of her movements. And 
yet, the martial arts master was unable to land a decisive strike 
on her opponent. 


Dani gave the stalemate a few more seconds to dissolve before 
butting in. 


The boy had one more trap-grenade on him. For a man so akin 
to a beast such as Rex, it would be a fitting end. 


A toss of a wrist, and the trap went careening at the beastly man. 


Regrettably, Rex’s awareness of the space around him was 
something that one could only describe as natural instinct. The 
man turned to the direction of the trap just as the net within 
opened to snare him - and with a single clean swing of his tusk 
it was cut in half. 


“T already told you, I won’t fall for your tricks!” 


Rex returned his attention swiftly back to Ejrica, taking yet 
another swing at her with his weapon. 


“Though admittedly, you two are something else entirely... It 
was truly an error on my part to miscalculate your strength.” 


Rex kept on with his furious assault, leading Ejrica to twirl and 
skip backwards through the gallery to escape the strikes of his 
blade. 


Dani couldn’t have agreed with Rex’s assessment more: one 
should never underestimate the strength of a special bond. 


“Hear that, Nekaro? I told you we go well together!” 
“Shut your trap and help me!” 


“It’s kinda funny though, how we already took down, what, a 
dozen guys, and now this one dude is giving us such rough 
time.” 


“Have you lost your wits entirely!? Help me!” 
Dani aimed his crossbow for Rex’s leg. 


“I got this.” 


It turned out that Dani did not actually quite got this. 


Showcasing his intuition once more, Rex flung his weapon to 
rest on his shoulder and took a blind shot; not directed at Dani, 
but the ceiling above him. The cannon shot crashed against the 
ceiling, leaving pieces of smoldering debris to rain down on the 
young Adventurer. 


Surprised by the sudden turn of tables yet again, Dani tripped 
backwards and fell over the murky marble floor, with bits and 
pieces of the blown-open ceiling crashing down all around him. 
One huge chunk - funnily enough shaped like a tombstone — 
slammed down between Dani’s legs, leaving barely enough 
room for the boy to not turn into a pancake. 


“Okay, that was way too close for comfort!” 


Ejrica’s graceful and sinewy frame leapt into view from behind 
the chunk of debris. The woman turned for Dani and came 
dashing to his direction. 


“Dani, are you alright!?” 


The boy picked himself up swiftly. He was encouraged by the 
swelling sensation inside his chest that a mere glimpse of 
Ejrica’s concerned face was able to create in him. 


She cares so much about me! 
“Pm fine, don’t wo-!” 


It was only a brief distraction, but in Ejrica’s case that second 
had been one too long. 


Rex’s weapon came swinging towards Ejrica, too fast for her to 
get out of the way completely. She managed to shift her position 
slightly, enough that the blade at the tip of Rex’s cannon didn’t 
slice her. Instead, the full blunt might of the man’s swing hit 


Ejrica on her left flank. With the heap of metal slamming against 
her, Ejrica was sent flying across the gallery and crashing at the 
far wall. 


“Nekaro!!” 


Dani’s eyes remained locked on Ejrica’s motionless body, too far 
to tell if she was any kind of alright. 


A drilling pain hit Dani’s stomach without a warning. 
Rex’s kick sent the boy down on the floor. 


The man’s massive frame loomed over Dani; the blade held up 
high signifying the coming end. 


“It’s over.” 
Rex’s words dropped cold and firm, and so did his blade. 


Then, a voice, a scream, coming at the same time from afar and 
right by Dani’s ear. It split the air, harsher than any sound of 
thunder or cannon fire, demanding and unyielding. 


“No!!!” 


Ejrica’s steps were so fast that she practically materialized from 
thin air. The woman stood over Dani, between him and the 
falling blade. Dani’s senses couldn’t keep up with her 
movements, or rather, his senses refused to believe what they 
saw. 


With the speed of a viper lashing at its prey, Ejrica flicked her 
right foot upward, towards the razor edge of Rex’s weapon, and 
caught hold of the blade between her toes. Ejrica was like a 
statue molded from pure platidium as she held the imposing 
weapon in place. The strength of her opponent had seemingly 
dissipated; it was as if gravity itself had been made null. 


For a moment, the trio of combatants held their places, while a 
silent, mutual disbelief filled the air around them. 


Dani was convinced that he was hallucinating; no one could be 
this fast, this strong, so graceful and firm, even in the face of 
impending doom, and so foolishly brave for someone she barely 
knew. 


And yet, there she was: 
Ejrica Nekaro. 
A thin, poised smile twitched on the exotic beauty’s lips. 


She swiped her foot to the side, sending the blade tucked 
between her toes to slam against the floor with a mighty thunk! 


Rex’s eyes were bulging outward with maddened confusion. His 
whole face shuddered, like he wanted to shake his head, yet was 
unable to avert his gaze from the graceful might of his 
opponent. 


“T-Impossible...!” 


Ejrica twirled around like an ornate dancer in a music box and 
drilled her right foot deep within Rex’s gut. The force of the kick 
sent the massive man tumbling backwards, bouldering through 
several of the gallery’s showcases, leaving a trail of broken glass 
in his wake. His rolling came to a stop as he crashed against the 
pedestal holding the miniature ex-caver models on the other 
end of the gallery. 


After the sound of glass clattering over marble ceased echoing, 
perfect hush settled to fill the void. 


It was finally over. 


Ejrica’s whole body nudged forward violently as she released 
all the pent-up tension in her body. She sighed in relief. 


Dani, still lying down on the floor next to Ejrica, felt a sweet 
sensation pulling him towards the exotic beauty. Moment by 
moment, with each experience they shared together, Dani felt 
more strongly about the alluring flower that was Ejrica Nekaro. 
He desired nothing more than to be close to her. 


Ejrica turned towards the young Adventurer, her gleaming pair 
of chinchilla-eyes filled with warmth. 


“Are you unharmed?” 


Dani leapt upright and threw himself against Ejrica. The boy 
squeezed the woman tightly while nuzzling her cheek against 
his own. 


“ThatWasLikeSoAwesomeHolyCowHowDidYouEven!ICan’tBelie 
veltWasLikeTheSingleCoolestThingEverYou’reMyHeroThankY 
ouThankYouThankyYou-!!” 


“Gaah! Wh-What do you think you’re doing?! Get off me!” 


Ejrica shoved Dani away, nearly making him fall back on the 
floor. 


“What in the world is your malfunction?!” 


“Sorry, I got a bit excited there... Thanks for saving me. I 
would’ve been a goner for sure, had you not swooped in when 
you did.” 


“It’s quite alright... just keep your hands to yourself.” 
“Pm sorry.” 
“No, no, it’s fine, really.” 


Ejrica averted her eyes from Dani while nibbling on her lip. 


Dani took a pronounced step closer to the exotic beauty while 
still keeping distance from her. He had no intentions to make 
her uncomfortable. 


“Somehow, it seems like you end up rescuing me time and time 
again, Nekaro.” 


“Well, you yourself managed to pull us out from a tricky spot 
earlier as well, so...” 


Ejrica stopped chomping down on her lip and turned to meet 
Dani’s eyes. 


“...We guard each other’s backs, that’s what friends do, right...?” 
“Heh, that’s exactly what friends do!” 


Dani extended his arm towards Ejrica while clutching his palm 
into a fist. 


Ejrica looked at the gesture, confused. 

“What is that?” 

“Come on, fist bump! Don’t leave me hanging here.” 

“Fist... bump? What’s that?” 

“Uhm, well, you take your fist, like so, and you give it a bump.” 
“Why?” 


“To show that we’re cool, we’re mates, we’re on the same 
wavelength, y'know... cos we’re a team!” 


“Ah, so it’s a sign of respect.” 
“Yeah, you get it.” 


Ejrica coiled her hand into a fist and gently bumped it against 
Dani’s. 


“Awesome!” 


“Hmm, that was... interesting. It would seem like I still have 
much to learn about your Zirinian customs.” 


“Don’t worry, Nekaro. Ill be happy to help you with whatever 
you need.” 


Ejrica’s lips moved silently, then clamped shut, repeating the 
cycle several times, like she was trying to form a sentence, but 
the words refused to come out. 


“What’s the matter, Nekaro?” 

“Nothing... I was simply contemplating all of this.” 
“Yeah?” 

“I... Pd like it if you’d call me Ejrica from now on.” 
“Huh!?” 


“I feel a connection between us. After all, we’ve been through so 
much together. We’ve fought side by side, and that makes us 
siblings in arms. Truthfully, you’ve impressed me by your 
strength as a warrior. You are skilled with the bow, and think 
quick on your feet... well, at least most of the time.” 


“Harsh but fair.” 
“And we even fisted our bumps.” 
“I think that’s backwards...” 


“Any case, I feel... I want... uh... I mean... I’ve come to appreciate 
your company, Dani. So please, do me the honor and freely 
address me by my given name.” 


Ejrica bowed deep. 


“Please.” 


Dani’s spirit soared through the roof and flew over the moon. 
He couldn’t believe this joy to be true. 


While fighting back the urge to leap at Ejrica for another hug, 
Dani gave his response in a nonchalant voice. 


“Sure, Ejrica it is.” 

So happy!! 

The exotic beauty rose from her bow, smiling at Dani. 
“Thank you, Dani.” 


Dani couldn’t think of a moment when he had been this glad to 
be alive; looking at Ejrica’s subdued smile and her eyes filled 
with an alluring swirl of dark ink, the air from the woman 
exuding warmth and lov... no, Dani wouldn’t let himself get 
ahead of things, warmth and caring, that’s it, but for the 
moment it was more than enough. 


“So, can I finally come out now?” 


Suddenly, a stranger’s voice sounded by Dani’s ear, young and 
playful like a child. Dani tried in vain to find the source of the 
voice. There were none but him and Ejrica present — along the 
unconscious Rex farther away. 


“Wh-who was that?” 


The voice returned, drawing closer, then zooming farther, 
zigzagging through the gallery, then swirling around Dani and 
Ejrica. 

“If you two keep exchanging pleasantries by yourselves, I’m 
going to feel all left out! Teehee, sorry if I surprised you, it’s just 
that being tucked away all quiet and stuff is soooo booooring!” 


From behind Ejrica’s shoulder, a tiny head peeked out. A little 
lady, or rather a being resembling one. The creature held its 
stare on Dani, scanning the boy from head to toe in silence. 
Then, with a sunny giggle, it slid from behind Ejrica to flutter 
ethereally in front of her, so that Dani could see it fully. 


The arrival truly looked like a little girl, a tiny person wrapped 
inside a flowing flowery garment of light pink and orange, with 
oversized sleeves hiding the little one’s hands. Her skin was soft 
and pure like cotton, contrasted by her jaunty face. Her hair, 
along the back of her head, was enigmatically sculpture-esque: 
a collection of bouncy spikes came together to form the bud of 
a flower. The feeling that exuded from the creature was one of 
otherworldliness, like she wasn’t truly there, she couldn’t be. 
The essence of life was bursting from the colors draping her, the 
beauty of an entire field of flowers condensed within one 
enigmatic lady. 


The little one zoomed loops around Ejrica. The hem of her garb 
coiled around the exotic lady, while she kept giggling gleefully 
all the way thru. After finishing its playful drifting, the creature 
settled to hover next to Ejrica’s right ear. 


Ejrica gave the tiny creature a dismayed glare from the corner 
of her eye. The little one promptly ignored the leering, instead 
focusing her sunny grinning at Dani. 


“Sorry for butting in while you two were having a moment.” 
“No one was having a moment, Sakuya!” 


The little one kept ignoring Ejrica’s intensifying glare. 


“It’s nice to meet you, Dani Clement, you may call me Sakuya. 
There’s no reason for alarm, I’m completely harmless. Unless of 
course... you decide to cross me or my partner!” 


Sakuya ended her greeting with a wink. 


“Tl be sure to remember that. Awesome to meet you as well, 
Sakuya. Man, can’t say that I’ve ever seen an astra quite as 
adorable before. You’re cute as a button... no, scratch that, two 
buttons!” 


Sakuya’s grin burst into a bubbly titter. 


“Teehee, I like you already. Hmm, I do feel a bit silly though. 
Here I was, thinking I’d make a grand entrance to enthrall you, 
but turns out yov’re already acquainted with my kin, no?” 


“T’ve crossed paths with a few astra in the past. Spend enough 
time as an Adventurer and you'll come across all sorts of 
things.” 


“Teehee, I see.” 
Ejrica cradled her arms tightly in front of her. 
“Sakuya, I thought we agreed on-” 


“Oh, no you don’t! Do not give me any attitude, Ejrica! If you 
start getting familiar, then J start getting familiar, simple as that! 
Or were you planning on pretending like I didn’t exist?” 


“Of course not! I didn’t mean it like that. You appeared so 
suddenly and-” 


“Well here Iam now, and that’s that!” 
Sakuya leered at Dani craftily. 


“After all, friends aren’t supposed to keep secrets, right Dani?” 


“True.” 


Sakuya fluttered between Dani and Ejrica, taking turns gazing 
at them both. 


“So, Ejrica, this is the type that interests you, huh?” 
“Wh-What!? S-S-Sakuya, what are you talking about?” 


Sakuya twirled to hover upside down. She spoke to Dani in a 
playfully-dramatic tone. 


“Would you believe it — ever since departing from Serestria, 
Ejrica hasn’t spoken to a single person, until today that is...” 


Sakuya’s childlike grin oozed with villainous glee as Ejrica 
swatted at her. 


“Sakuya!!!” 


The astra kept tittering while her partner made vain attempts 
at catching the mischievous creature. Ejrica bit down hard on 
her lip while a flustered moan seethed between her teeth. 


Watching the tiny astra and her Bearer frolicking together lifted 
a smile on Dani’s face. 


“I feel honored to be your first, Ejrica.” 


“D-D-D-Do not misunderstand!! I’ve simply been too busy with 
my training to seek out superfluous company. And besides, you 
were the one who refused to leave me alone!” 


Ejrica turned away from Dani whilst cradling herself tightly. 
Dani reached out to her softly. 
“Pm glad I didn’t leave you alone, Ejrica.” 


There was no response. 


“Soooo... you’re an Astral Bearer, huh? Guess I should’ve 
figured there was more to you than meets the eye.” 


The exotic beauty turned back around, welcoming the change 
of subject. 


“I’m sorry for deceiving you. I should have been forward as to 
what I truly am. Can you forgive me?” 


“Sure, it’s not like it’s even any real issue.” 
“Thank you.” 
Dani and Ejrica shared a moment of silence with locked eyes. 


Suddenly, Sakuya fluttered between the two and crept closer to 
Dani. 


“Lemme in on that!” 
The tiny astra leered intensely against the boy’s gaze. 


“I myself am unable to take part in your fist bumping and the 
like, but I hope you understand that Ejrica and I are bound 
together as one, so this thing between you two means that 
you're also my friend by proxy. That’s not a problem, right?” 


“Nope, of course not. I think it’s rather awesome. It’s like making 
two friends at once.” 


Sakuya sounded out a triumphant laugh. 
“It’s a deal then!” 
She fluttered closer to her Bearer. 


“Just remember, if you’re planning on getting all touchy-feely 
with my partner, Pll be keeping watch. That goes for you too, 
Ejrica. You kids should play nice.” 


“No one is thinking of getting touchy-feely, Sakuya!!!” 


“Teehee, lighten up you, let me have this. I’m sorry for teasing 
you, Ejrica, but when’s the next time I’m gonna get you all 
flustered like this?” 


“Well, Pm glad that you’re enjoying yourself...” 


Sakuya dropped to sit on Ejrica’s shoulder and petted her on the 
head. 


“This is such fun! It’s been so long since anything this exciting 
has happened to the two of us, and I’ve just been soooo 
boooored.” 


Looking at the exotic beauty and her tiny chirpy partner side by 
side had Dani thinking that they were certainly an odd pairing 
— opposites attracted, sides of a coin, all that jazz. 


“So, tell me Sakuya, what’s your astral ability. Super strength? 
Awesome agility? Robust reflexes?” 


“Do not sell my Bearer short, Dani! Ejrica’s abilities as a warrior 
are hers, and hers alone. I mainly offer support.” 


“So, your superpower is... cheerleading?” 

“That’s not what I meant!” 

Sakuya’s expression grew troubled. 

“It’s simply that my power is somewhat... unwieldy.” 
Ejrica gave her partner a shout of encouragement. 


“Now, now, Sakuya, that’s not true. I used it just fine a while 
ago.” 


“Yeah, and that was totally reckless of you!” 
Sakuya pointed at Dani in a serious manner. 


“You should be super-duper grateful for our help.” 


“I’m not sure I completely follow...” 


Ejrica’s gaze drifted through the gallery as she sunk into 
thought. 


“Hmm... how best to explain it... perhaps the simplest way to 
put it would be energy conversion.” 


Dani tilted his head while rubbing the back of his ear. 


“Yeah, quite simple indeed... Now what the heck does that mean 
exactly?” 


“I am able to drain energy from my surroundings, contain it 
within my body, and release that energy back out. Earlier, when 
we fought Rex, I grabbed hold of his weapon. The moment that 
his blade touched me, I activated Sakuya’s astral ability, and the 
kinetic energy that was stored within the blade transferred into 
my body instantly, and that caused the blade to stop moving. 
After that, I used the extra energy I had gathered within me to 
deliver an attack more powerful than possible with my 
standard strength alone.” 


It took Dani a solid moment or two to fully process Ejrica’s 
explanation. 


“I see, so it’s like an ultimate counter? Thats awesome-riffic! 
Bad guys are being all like, Hah, gotcha now lady, stab, stab, 
stab...!!, but then suddenly, Thonk! Bam! Smack!, they get a taste 
of their own medicine.” 


“It has its drawbacks as well. It takes a considerable amount of 
concentration to use the ability effectively. Because prolonged 
activation of the ability is exhausting on my own body, I must 
time my moves and reactions to my opponents’ strikes very 
precisely. There’s also the matter of overloading: if I try to take 


more energy inside me than my body can handle, Pl break 
down and crumble away.” 


“Oh, alright... but still, that’s really cool. Man, I just realized how 
much you’ve really done for me, taking a risk like that... Thanks, 
you’re real awesome, Ejrica.” 


“It was truly nothing. But you’re welcome.” 
Dani laid a comforting smile over Sakuya. 
“And I think you’re real awesome too, Sakuya.” 
“Huh, how?” 


“I mean, your astral ability may not be the flashiest of them all, 
but as far as I’ve seen, I think you two girls make everything 
work out together. You should be proud of your ability.” 


Sakuya’s face had a moment of renewal, the sun in her smile 
bursting out brighter than ever. 


“Heh, well gee... thanks! You have a real knack for talking to 
girls.” 


“Being honest is simply my style.” 
A sudden flash of distress flickered on Ejrica’s face. 
“Ah!! Sorry, but shouldn’t we continue our investigations?” 


“Oh, crap! I completely forgot! Yeah, we totally should. Let’s 
return to the labs and try taking a better look. Hope we find 
something.” 


Dani and Ejrica — along with Sakuya — headed for the exit of the 
gallery. Meanwhile, their felled opponent remained napping 
whilst kissing the marble floor. 


x k k 


Reiram was plummeting fast. The lobby of Muspell Industries 
was drawing closer underneath him at a terrifying rate. Most 
people in his situation would have their hearts drumming a 
thousand beats per minute, and yet the man was calm and 
composed. Should he mess up his stunt and end up smeared 
against the marble floor waiting down below, he wouldn’t die. 
It would be an inconvenience, sure, and a waste of time, 
definitely, but not fatal. His existence as an immortal 
Adventurer allowed him to take risks which others would deem 
foolish at best and insane at worst. 


Reiram caught hold of the metallic railing at the edge of one of 
the balconies that circled the middle portion of the high-rise 
building, putting his fall to an abrupt stop. With impressive 
strength, he yanked himself up and over the railing and landed 
on firm footing once more. 


Reiram was now on the fourth floor of the building. 


He had made record time climbing down the building by taking 
daring shortcuts, leaps of faith, from balcony to balcony. 


Reiram took a moment to scan his surroundings. No sign of his 
target: Clint Kazer. 


When the group had previously seen the younger of the two 
company leaders of Muspell Industries, Clint had been heading 
away from the top floor, presumably on his way out of the 
building. Seeing as the main entrance was shut tight by the 
security system, Clint was most likely going to flee through the 
maintenance corridors inside the walls. It was the same way 
that Reiram, Samsara and Zeriah had been able to enter the 
building earlier: via the underground pathway leading to the 
mines. That’s where Reiram would be heading as well. 


Ugh, what a pain! It would’ve been much simpler if Roger had 
turned out to be the sole culprit behind this mess. We’d already 
be done by now. 


-I for one am just glad that Roger isn’t truly a villain, but merely 
forced to do evil things... Ah, do you think that was weird just 
now, being happy that someone was forced to act against their 
will? 


Pd say that given the situation it’s the better of two bad options. 
No, it’s not weird at all, Freyja. 


—Tee-he-hee, we did great in the end. Everything will turn out 
alright. 


No celebrating till the job is done. We still have the real villain to 
deal with. Graah, that bastard! Making us run around like idiots! 
Pll make that smug shit pay! 


—Woah, aren’t you being aggressive all of a sudden. 


Clint’s actions have caused so much suffering, so many pointless 
tears. Is it any miracle that I’m ticked? 


-Tee-he-hee, I see, so you really do care, Reiram. 
I don’t know what yow’re talking about. 
—About Miste, and the pointless tears she has shed. 


That girlis as naive as they come... but... she’s also earnest about 
everything she does. If she stays the course, she and that 
hotheaded boyfriend of hers will both make great Adventurers 
one day. 


—Ooooh, what’s this? Honesty hour - starring Rei-Ret? 


If you mention any of that to anyone with even a peep, I swear 
Pll- 


—Oh, no need to make vows or such, I promise to keep quiet. 


Freyja’s presence moved against Reiram’s soul, caressing him 
gently. As far as Reiram was able to decode the feelings of his 
partner, this was the closest way that the ghostly woman could 
recreate a hug. 


-Pll be honest too, I’m really glad how things ended up, how we 
got to meet Miste, Zeriah and Dani... as well as reunite with 
Samsara. I’ve had such a good time with everyone. 


It’s been a rather exhausting week indeed... 
Movement at the corner of his eye caught Reiram’s attention. 
Got you! 


Clint Kazer, with his trademark icy haughtiness etched on his 
face, was pacing past the balcony one floor lower and adjacent 
to the one Reiram stood on. 


For a fraction of a second, Reiram entertained the idea of 
halting Clint’s progress by simply sniping the man from his 
elevated position. Opting out for a direct skirmish instead — his 
fists were hankering for a taste of Clint’s face - Reiram did his 
now-standard thing. He took a running start and leapt across 
the emptiness at the center of the building. The Adventurer 
landed like a cat on the guardrail of the next balcony. 


The clatter of boots against metal alerted Clint to Reiram’s 
arrival. Even as Reiram aimed his edge-rifle towards the man, 
Clint’s annoyingly superior attitude remained on his face. 


“Can I help you with something?” 


A low-key laughter fumed between Clint’s words. 


Reiram hopped off the guardrail and advanced on the 
condescending man. 


“Woah, woah, why the stern face?” 
“Shut the hell up! We know everything -— it’s over.” 


Clint’s icy look didn’t even flinch upon staring down the barrel 
of Reiram’s rifle. 


“Everything? That’s a bold statement. Care to be a bit more 
precise?” 


Reiram walked closer to Clint and took a swipe at him with his 
rifle. He missed the man by an inch as he nonchalantly stepped 
aside, pausing to lean against the guardrail. Clint’s movements 
were surprisingly quick and smooth. It wasn’t really a dodge, 
more like a gliding flutter to the side. 


“Tut-tut, no need to get all violent. Reiram, was it? Just explain 
what is going on, I’m sure we can reach an understanding.” 


Reiram kept his rifle pointed at Clint. 


“Do not act dumb! Roger is down for the count and Sur told us 
everything you’ve been up to. Your plan failed, so just make 
things easy for yourself and come quietly.” 


“Ah... So, in the end, Roger couldn’t be trusted even with a 
simple task... useless tool.” 


Clint’s gaze drifted past Reiram’s shoulder. 


The entire wall of the hallway was in fact an enormous glass 
window. The view to the outside world was currently clogged 
by a raging snowstorm. 


The icy-blue within Clint’s eyes swirled. He seemed mesmerized 
by the silent howling of wind beyond the window. 


“Powderberg rarely gets to feel this, the might of nature blowing 
through its streets. Technology sure is amazing. It can’t subdue 
nature entirely, but it can keep nature from reaching the people 
inside the city. That is, when it’s actually working.” 


“Yes, that’s real fascinating and all, but I’m not actually working 
on an hourly wage here, so Pd like to move this along. Plus, I 
think you’re an insipid man to be around, so shut the hell up! 
Now, excuse me while I beat you sore.” 


Clint’s gaze remained fixated on the window behind Reiram. He 
reached for something within his tux. 


“Do not try anything! I prefer not to shoot you, but I won’t 
hesitate if you start acting difficult. More than usual, that is.” 


“Relax.” 


The object Clint brought out from his attire was a fancy-looking 
pocket watch. He took a short glance at his timepiece before 
returning his attention back on the window. 


“Just so I’m fully privy to all my options here; you wouldn’t be 
willing to sell your services to me, would you? I can assure you; 
I pay more than whatever it is that your guild offers you — and 
it’s hourly.” 


“Not a chance in hell! Getting to smack you around and dragging 
your ass back to Samsara so that she and I can take turns 
smacking you some more before we sent you to rot in the 
slammer - that will be more than enough for me.” 


“Ah, so be it... as a matter of fact, I was sort of hoping you’d say 
that.” 


Clint began tittering in a low, rippling tone. With a sudden rise 
in volume, he burst out with a booming laughter. 


“Ha-ha-ha! You know everything, huh? It’s over? Ha-ha-ha! 
Such insolence, such utter lack of ability to see anything past 
your own small field of view. Ha-ha-ha! The only thing that is 
over, is my patience dealing with people of clearly inferior 
intellect and merit!” 


“Pm glad that your own plans crumbling around you is such a 
hoot... I don’t really get it, but hey, to each their own.” 


Clint’s sniggering had him holding his chest while doubling 
over. He brought his right hand forth, pointing at Reiram with 
his index and middle finger. 


“You... ha-ha-ha... all of you... know absolutely nothing! That’s 
why...” 


Clint turned his icy glare towards Reiram. The blue inside his 
irises seemed to condense down, merging together with his 
pupils into tiny dots. A murderous gale shot outwards from his 
gaze. 


“...you should all simply disappear.” 


An invisible explosion engulfed the hallway, sending Reiram 
crashing through the window. 


